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      In loving memory of my father

    




    

      Robert Edwin George

    




    

      and with gratitude for
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    To have a thankless child

  




  

    King Lear

  




  

    JUNE

  




  

    The West End

  




  

    Prologue

  




  

    What David King-Ryder felt inside was a kind of grief and a secondary dying. He felt overcome by a gloom and despair completely at odds with his situation.

  




  

    Below him on the stage of the Agincourt Theatre, Horatio was reprising Hamlet’s ‘Divinity That Shapes Us’ while Fortinbras countered with ‘O Proud Death.’ Three of the four bodies were being borne off the stage, leaving Hamlet lying in Horatio’s arms. The cast – thirty strong – were moving towards one another, Norwegian soldiers coming from stage left, Danish courtiers coming from stage right, to meet up-stage from Horatio. As they began the refrain, the music swelled and the ordnance – which he’d initially argued against because of the risk of begging comparisons with the 1812 – boomed out in the wings. And at that precise moment, the stalls began rising beneath David’s box. They were followed by the dress circle. Then the balconies. And over the music, the singing and the cannons, thundered applause.

  




  

    This was what he had craved for more than a decade: a complete vindication of his prodigious talent. And by God, he finally had it before him. He had it below him and everywhere round him as well, for that matter. Three years of mind-crushing, body-numbing labour were at this moment culminating in the standing ovation that had been denied him at the conclusion of his two previous West End productions. For those extravaganzas, the nature of the applause and what followed the applause had said it all. A polite and perfunctory recognition of the cast members had preceded a hasty exodus from the theatre, which itself had been followed by an opening night party not unlike a wake. After that, the London reviews had finished what the first night word-of-mouth had begun. Two hugely expensive productions sank like concrete battleships. And David King-Ryder had the dubious pleasure of reading countless analyses of his creative decline. Life Without Chandler was the sort of headline he’d read from the reviews of the one or two theatrical critics possessing an emotion akin to sympathy. But the rest of them – the types who crafted vituperative metaphors over their morning Weetabix and spent months waiting for the opportunity to plug them into a commentary more noted for its vitriol than its information – had been merciless. He’d been called everything from an ‘artistic charlatan’ to a ‘vessel buoyed by past glories’, with those glories ostensibly burgeoning from a single source: Michael Chandler.

  




  

    David King-Ryder wondered if other musical partnerships had undergone the scrutiny that his collaboration with Michael Chandler had. He doubted it. It seemed to him that musicians and lyricists from Gilbert and Sullivan to Rice and Lloyd-Webber had bloomed, had faded, had risen to prominence, had flourished, had failed, had vanquished critics, had stumbled, and had gloried all without the accompanying baying of the jackals that had snapped at his own heels.

  




  

    The romance of his association with Michael Chandler had called for this analysis, naturally. When one partner of a team who mounted twelve of the West End’s most successful productions dies in such a ghastly, stupid way, then a legend is going to be born from that dying. And Michael had died just that sort of death: becoming lost in an underwater Florida cave that had claimed three hundred other divers, violating every rule of diving by going alone, going at night, going inebriated, and leaving only an anchored fifteen-foot boat to mark the spot where he’d entered the water. He left behind a wife, a mistress, four children, six dogs, and a partner with whom he’d dreamed of fame, fortune, and theatrical success from their shared childhood in Oxford, sons of assemblymen at the Austin Rover plant.

  




  

    So there had been a logic to the interest that the media had displayed in David King-Ryder’s emotional and artistic rehabilitation following Michael’s untimely death. And while the critics had battered him for his first solo attempt at pop opera five years later, they’d used fleece-covered clubs, as if in the belief that a man who lost both his long-time partner and his lifelong friend in one fell swoop deserved at least a single opportunity to fail without being publicly humiliated in his effort to find the muse by himself. These same critics hadn’t been so merciful upon his second failure, however.

  




  

    But that was over now. That was the past.

  




  

    Next to him in the box Ginny cried out, ‘We did it! David! We bloody well did it!’ as she doubtless realised that – all charges of nepotism be damned when he’d chosen his own wife to direct the production – she’d just risen to the sort of heights occupied by artists like Hands, Nunn, and Hall.

  




  

    David’s son Matthew – as his father’s manager, knowing only too well how much they had at stake in the production – grabbed David’s hand hard and said gruffly, ‘Damn. Well done, Dad.’ And David wanted to warm to those words and to what they implied, a firm withdrawal of the initial doubts that Matthew had expressed when told of his father’s intention to turn Shakespeare’s greatest tragedy into his own musical triumph. ‘You’re sure you want to do this?’ he’d asked and the rest of his remarks had remained unspoken: Aren’t you setting yourself up for a final deadly fall?

  




  

    He was indeed, David had confirmed at the time, if only to himself. But what other option did he really have than to try to restore his name as an artist?

  




  

    He’d managed to do just that: Not only were the audience on their feet, not only were the cast members ecstatically applauding him from the stage, but the critics – whose seat numbers he had memorised, ‘the better to blow them up’, Matthew had noted sardonically – were also standing, making no move to depart and joining in the sort of approbation that David had come to fear was as lost to him as was Michael Chandler.

  




  

    That approbation only grew in the ensuing hours. At the opening night party at the Dorchester, in a ballroom creatively converted into Elsinore Castle, David stood at his wife’s side, at the end of a receiving line comprising the production’s leading actors. Along that line stepped London’s foremost glitterati: Stars of stage and screen gushed over their colleagues and privately gnashed their teeth to conceal their envy; celebrities from all walks of life pronounced King-Ryder Productions’ Hamlet everything from ‘top notch’ and ‘just fab, darling’ to ‘kept me on the absolute edge of my seat;’ It girls and Sloanes – slinkily attired, displaying an astonishing degree of cleavage, and famous either for being famous or for having famous parents – declared that ‘someone finally made Shakespeare fun’; representatives from that notable drain on the nation’s imagination and economy – the Royal Family – offered their best wishes for success. And while everyone was pleased to press the flesh of Hamlet and his thespian cohorts, and while everyone was happy to congratulate Virginia Elliott for her masterful direction of her husband’s pop opera, everyone was also most eager to talk to the man who’d been vilified and pilloried for more than a decade.

  




  

    So there was triumph to be felt in spades, and David King-Ryder wanted to feel it. He was starved for a sensation that would tell him life was opening before him instead of closing. But that was the feeling that he couldn’t escape. It’s over boomed like the cannon in his ears.

  




  

    If he had been able to talk to her about what he’d been going through since the curtain call, David knew that Ginny would tell him his feelings of depression, anxiety, and despair were perfectly normal. ‘It’s the natural letdown after opening night’, she would have said. Yawning as she padded round their bedroom, dropping earrings on her dressing table and kicking shoes carelessly into the cupboard, she would have pointed out that she had far more reason to be let down than he had, anyway. As director, her job was over now. True, there were various components of the production to be tweaked – ‘It would be satisfying if the lighting designer would cooperate and get the last scene right, wouldn’t it?’ – but by and large, she had to let go, to begin the process all over again on another production of another play. In his case, the morning would bring a flood of congratulatory phone calls, requests for interviews, and offers to mount the pop opera all over the world. Thus, he could dig into another staging of Hamlet or go on to something else. She didn’t have that option.

  




  

    If he had confessed that he just didn’t have it in him to go on to anything else, she would have said, ‘Of course, you haven’t at the moment. That’s normal, David. How could you right now? Give yourself some leeway to recover, won’t you? You need time to refill the well.’

  




  

    The well was the wellspring of creativity, and if he’d pointed out to his wife that she never seemed to need to refill her own supplies, she would have argued that directing was different from creating the product in the first place. She, at least, had raw materials to work with – not to mention a score of fellow artists with whom to knock heads as the production took shape. He had only the music room, the piano, endless solitude, and his imagination.

  




  

    And the world’s expectations, he thought morosely. They would always be there as the price of success.

  




  

    He and Ginny left the Dorchester as soon as they were able to manage it surreptitiously. She’d protested at first when he’d indicated that he wanted to leave – as had Matthew who, always his father’s manager, had argued that it wouldn’t look good for David King-Ryder to depart the party before the party’s end. But David had claimed exhaustion and strung-out nerves and Matthew and Virginia had accepted that self-diagnosis. After all, he hadn’t slept well in weeks, his complexion was jaundiced, and his demeanour throughout the production – alternating between standing, sitting, and pacing in their box – strongly suggested a man whose personal resources had finally been depleted.

  




  

    They rode from London in silence, David with a vodka curved into his palm and his thumb and forefinger pressed into his eyebrows, Ginny making several attempts to draw him into conversation. She suggested a holiday as a reward for their years of endeavour. Rhodes, she mentioned, Capri, and Crete.

  




  

    The jolly-hockey-sticks tone of her voice told David that she was becoming increasingly concerned with her failure to reach him. And considering their history together – she’d been his twelfth mistress before he’d made her his fifth wife – there was good reason for her to suspect that his condition had nothing to do with first-night nerves, letdown after triumph, or anxiety about critical reaction to his work. The past few months had been rough on them as a couple, and she knew quite well what he’d done to cure himself of the impotence he’d experienced with his last wife, since he’d done it by moving on to Ginny herself. So when she finally said, ‘Darling, it happens sometimes. It’s nerves, that’s all. It’ll all come right at the end of the day,’ he wanted to reassure her somehow. But he didn’t have the words.

  




  

    He was still trying to find them when their limousine entered the tunnel of silver maples that characterised the woodland in which they lived. Here, not an hour from London, the countryside was thickly grown with trees, and footpaths trod by generations of foresters and farmers disappeared into an undergrowth of ferns.

  




  

    The car turned between the two oaks that marked their drive. Twenty yards along, an iron gate swung open. The road beyond curved beneath alders, poplars, and beeches, skirting a pond where the reflection of stars made a second sky. It climbed a slight rise, swung past a row of silent bungalows, and pooled out suddenly into the alluvial fan of the entrance to the King-Ryder mansion.

  




  

    Their housekeeper had laid out supper for them, assembling an array of David’s favourite foods. ‘Mr Matthew did phone,’ Portia explained in her quiet, dignified voice. A runaway from the Sudan at the age of fifteen, she’d been with Virginia for the last ten years and she had the melancholy face of a beautiful, sorrowing black Madonna. ‘My warmest congratulations to both of you,’ she added.

  




  

    David thanked her. He stood in the dining room where the windows stretched from floor to ceiling and reflected all three of them in the glass. He admired the epergne that spilled white roses onto plaits of ivy. He fingered one of the thin silver forks. He used his thumbnail against a drip of candle wax. And he knew he wouldn’t be able to force a morsel of food past the constriction in his throat.

  




  

    So he told his wife that he needed a bit of time alone to unwind from the evening. He would join her later, he said. He just needed a while to decompress.

  




  

    One always expected an artist to retreat to the heartbeat of his artistry. So David went to his music room. He flipped on the lights. He poured another vodka and placed the tumbler on the unprotected top of the grand piano.

  




  

    He realised as he did it that Michael would never have done such a thing. Michael had been careful that way, realising the value of a musical instrument, respectful of its boundaries, its dimensions, its possibilities. He’d been careful about most of his life as well. It was only on one crazy night in Florida that he’d got careless.

  




  

    David sat at the piano. Without thinking or planning, his fingers sought out an aria he loved. It was a melody from his most auspicious failure – Mercy – and he hummed as he played it, trying and failing to recall the words to a song that had once held the key to his future.

  




  

    As he played, he let his gaze travel the walls of the room, four monuments to his success. Shelves held awards. Frames enclosed certificates. Posters and playbills announced productions that even to this day were mounted in every part of the world. And photographs by the silver-framed score documented his life.

  




  

    Michael was there among them. And when David’s glance fell on his old friend’s face, his fingers shifted – of their own accord – from the aria he’d been playing to the song he knew was destined to be the hit of Hamlet. ‘What Dreams May Come’ was its title, taken from the prince’s most famous soliloquy.

  




  

    He played it only halfway through before he had to stop. He found that he was so monumentally tired that his hands fell from the keys and his eyes closed. But still he could see Michael’s face.

  




  

    ‘You shouldn’t have died,’ he told his partner. ‘I thought a success would make everything different, but it only makes the prospect of failure worse.’

  




  

    He took up his drink again. He left the room. He tossed back the vodka, set the tumbler next to a travertine urn in a recessed alcove, and didn’t notice when he failed to push the glass in far enough and it fell to the carpeted floor.

  




  

    Above him in the enormous house, he could hear a bath running. Ginny would be soaking away the stress of the evening and the tension of the months that had preceded it. He wished that he could do the same. It seemed to him that he had so much more cause.

  




  

    He allowed himself to relive those glorious moments of triumph a final time: the audience rising to its feet before the curtain call had begun, the cheers, the hoarse shouts of ‘Bravo.’

  




  

    All that should have been enough for David. But it wasn’t. It couldn’t be. It fell, if not on ears that were deaf, then on ears that were listening to another voice entirely.

  




  

    ‘Petersham Mews and Elvaston Place. Ten o’clock.’

  




  

    ‘But where . . . ? Where are they?’

  




  

    ‘Oh, you’ll work that out.’

  




  

    And now when he tried to hear the praise, the excited chatter, the paeans that were supposed to be his air, his light, his food and his drink, all David could hear were those last four words: you’ll work that out.

  




  

    And it was time.

  




  

    He climbed the stairs and went to the bedroom. Beyond, behind the closed door to the bathroom, his wife was enjoying her soak. She was singing with a determined happiness that told him how worried she actually was: about everything from the state of his nerves to the state of his soul.

  




  

    She was a good woman, Virginia Elliott, David thought. She was the very best of his wives. It had been his intention to stay married to her till the end of his days. He simply hadn’t realised how abbreviated that time would turn out to be.

  




  

    Three quick movements did the job neatly.

  




  

    He took the gun from a drawer in the bedside table. He raised it. He pulled the trigger.

  




  

    SEPTEMBER

  




  

    Derbyshire

  




  

    Chapter One

  




  

    Julian Britton was a man who knew that his life thus far had amounted to nothing. He bred his dogs, he managed the crumbling ruin that was his family’s estate, and daily he tried to lecture his father away from the bottle. That was the extent of it. He hadn’t been a success at anything save pouring gin down the drain, and now, at twenty-seven years old, he felt branded by failure. But he couldn’t allow that to affect him tonight. He knew that he had to prevail.

  




  

    He began with his appearance, giving himself a ruthless scrutiny in his bedroom’s cheval glass. He straightened the collar of his shirt and flicked a piece of lint from his shoulder. He stared at his face and schooled his features into the expression he wanted them to wear. He should look completely serious, he decided. Concerned, yes, because concern was reasonable. But he shouldn’t look agonised. And certainly he shouldn’t look ripped up inside and wondering how he came to be where he was, at this precise moment, with his world a shambles.

  




  

    As to what he was going to say, two sleepless nights and two endless days had given Julian plenty of time to rehearse what remarks he wished to make when the appointed hour rolled round. Indeed, it was in elaborate but silent fantasy conversations that Julian had spent most of the past two nights and two days that had followed Nicola Maiden’s unbelievable announcement. Now, after forty-eight hours engaged in endless colloquies within his own skull, Julian was anxious to get on with things, even if he had no assurance that his words would carry the weight he wanted.

  




  

    He turned from the cheval glass and fetched his car keys from the top of the chest of drawers. The fine sheen of dust that usually covered its walnut surface had been removed. This told Julian that his cousin had once again submitted to the cleaning furies, a sure sign that she’d met defeat yet another time in her determined course of sobering up her uncle.

  




  

    Samantha had come to Derbyshire with just that intention eight months previously, an angel of mercy who’d one day shown up at Broughton Manor with the mission of reuniting a family torn asunder for more than three decades. She hadn’t made much progress in that direction, however, and Julian wondered how much longer she was going to put up with his father’s bent towards the bottle.

  




  

    ‘We’ve got to get him off the booze, Jules,’ Samantha had said to him only that morning. ‘You must see how crucial it is at this point.’

  




  

    Nicola, on the other hand, knowing his father eight years and not merely eight months, had long been of a live-and-let-live frame of mind. She’d said more than once, ‘If your dad’s choice is to drink himself silly, there’s nothing you can do about it, Jules. And there’s nothing that Sam can do either.’ But then Nicola didn’t know how it felt to see one’s father slipping ever more inexorably towards debauchery, absorbed in intensely inebriated delusions about the romance of his past. She, after all, had grown up in a home where how things seemed was identical to how things actually were. She had two parents whose love never wavered, and she’d never suffered the dual desertion of a flower-child mother flitting off to ‘study’ with a tapestry-clad guru the night before one’s own twelfth birthday and a father whose devotion to the bottle far exceeded any attachment he might have displayed towards his three children. In fact, had Nicola ever once cared to analyse the differences in their individual upbringings, Julian thought, she might have seen that every single one of her bloody decisions—

  




  

    At that, he brought his thoughts up short. He would not head in that direction. He could not afford to head in that direction. He could not afford to let his mind wander from the task that was immediately at hand.

  




  

    ‘Listen to me.’ He grabbed his wallet from the chest and shoved it into his pocket. ‘You’re good enough for anyone. She got scared shitless. She took a wrong turn. That’s the end of it. Remember that. And remember that everyone knows how good the two of you always were together.’

  




  

    He had faith in this fact. Nicola Maiden and Julian Britton had been part of each other’s lives for years. Everyone who knew them had long ago realised that they belonged together. It was only Nicola who, it appeared, had never come to terms with this fact.

  




  

    ‘I know that we were never engaged,’ he’d told her two nights previously in response to her declaration that she was moving away from the Peaks permanently and would only be back for brief visits henceforth. ‘But we’ve always had an understanding, haven’t we? I wouldn’t be sleeping with you if I wasn’t serious about . . . Come on, Nick. Damn it, you know me.’

  




  

    It wasn’t the proposal of marriage he’d planned on making, and she hadn’t taken it as such. She’d said bluntly, ‘Jules, I like you enormously. You’re terrific, and you’ve been a real friend. And we get on, far better than I’ve ever got on with any other bloke.’

  




  

    ‘Then you see—’

  




  

    ‘But I don’t love you,’ she went on. ‘Sex doesn’t equate to love. It’s only in films and books that it does.’

  




  

    He’d been too stunned at first to speak. It was as if his mind had become a blackboard and someone had taken a rubber to it before he had a chance to make any notes. So she’d continued.

  




  

    She would, she told him, go on being his girlfriend in the Peak District if that’s what he wanted. She’d be coming to see her parents now and again, and she’d always have time – and be happy, she said – to see Julian as well. They could even continue as lovers whenever she was in the area if he wished. That was fine by her. But as to marriage? They were too different as people, she explained.

  




  

    ‘I know how much you want to save Broughton Manor,’ she’d said. ‘That’s your dream, and you’ll make it come true. But I don’t share that dream, and I’m not going to hurt either you or myself by pretending I do. That’s not fair on anyone.’

  




  

    Which was when he finally repossessed his wits long enough to say bitterly, ‘It’s the God damn money. And the fact I’ve got none, or at least not enough to suit your tastes.’

  




  

    ‘Julian, it isn’t. Not exactly.’ She’d turned from him briefly, giving a long sigh. ‘Let me explain.’

  




  

    He’d listened for what had seemed like an hour, although she’d likely spoken ten minutes or less. At the end, after everything had been said between them and she’d climbed out of the Rover and disappeared into the dark gabled porch of Maiden Hall, he’d driven home numbly, shell-shocked with grief, confusion, and surprise, thinking No, she couldn’t . . . she can’t mean . . . no. After Sleepless Night Number One, he’d come to realise – past his own pain – how great was the need for him to take action. He’d phoned, and she’d agreed to see him. She would always, she said, be willing to see him.

  




  

    He gave a final glance in the mirror before he left the room, and he treated himself to a last affirmation: ‘You were always good together. Keep that in mind.’

  




  

    He slipped along the dim upstairs passage of the manor house and looked into the small room that his father used as a parlour. His family’s increasingly straitened financial circumstances had effected a general retreat from all the larger rooms downstairs that had slowly been made uninhabitable as their various antiques, paintings, and objets d’art were sold to make ends meet. Now the Brittons lived entirely on the house’s upper floor. There were abundant rooms for them, but they were cramped and dark.

  




  

    Jeremy Britton was in the parlour. As it was half past ten, he was thoroughly blotto, head on his chest and a cigarette burning down between his fingers. Julian crossed the room and removed the fag from his father’s hand. Jeremy didn’t stir.

  




  

    Julian cursed quietly, looking at him: at the promise of intelligence, vigour, and pride completely eradicated by the addiction. His father was going to burn the place down someday, and there were times – like now – when Julian thought that complete conflagration might be all for the best. He crushed out Jeremy’s cigarette and reached into his shirt pocket for the packet of Dunhills. He removed it and did the same with his father’s lighter. He grabbed the gin bottle and left the room.

  




  

    He was dumping the gin, cigarettes, and lighter into the dustbins at the back of the manor house when he heard her speak.

  




  

    ‘Caught him at it again, Julie?’

  




  

    He started, looked about, but failed to see her in the gloom. Then she rose from where she’d been sitting: on the edge of the drystone wall that divided the back entrance of the manor from the first of its overgrown and untended gardens. An untrimmed wisteria – beginning to lose its leaves with the approach of autumn – had sheltered her. She dusted off the seat of her khaki shorts and sauntered over to join him.

  




  

    ‘I’m beginning to think he wants to kill himself,’ Samantha said in the practical manner that was her nature. ‘I just haven’t come up with the reason why.’

  




  

    ‘He doesn’t need a reason,’ Julian said shortly. ‘Just the means.’

  




  

    ‘I try to keep him off the sauce, but he’s got bottles everywhere.’ She glanced at the dark manor house that rose before them like a fortress in the landscape. ‘I do try, Julian. I know it’s important.’ She looked back at him and regarded his clothes. ‘You’re looking very smart. I didn’t think to dress up. Was I supposed to?’

  




  

    Julian returned her look blankly, his hands moving to his chest to pat his shirt, searching for something that he knew wasn’t there.

  




  

    ‘You’ve forgotten, haven’t you?’ Samantha said. She was very good at making intuitive leaps.

  




  

    Julian waited for elucidation.

  




  

    ‘The eclipse,’ she said.

  




  

    ‘The eclipse?’ He thought about it. He clapped a hand to his forehead. ‘God. The eclipse. Sam. Hell. I’d forgotten. Is the eclipse tonight? Are you going somewhere to see it?’

  




  

    She said with a nod to the spot from which she’d just emerged, ‘I’ve got us some provisions. Cheese and fruit, some bread, a bit of sausage. Wine. I thought we might want it if we have to wait longer than you’d thought.’

  




  

    ‘To wait . . . ? Oh hell, Samantha . . .’ He wasn’t sure how to put it. He hadn’t intended her to think he meant to watch the eclipse with her. He hadn’t intended her to think he meant to watch the eclipse at all.

  




  

    ‘Have I got the date wrong?’ The tone of her voice spoke her disappointment. She already knew that she had the date right and that if she wanted to see the eclipse from Eyam Moor, she was going to have to hike out there alone.

  




  

    His mention of the lunar eclipse had been a casual remark. At least, that’s how he’d intended it to be taken. He’d said conversationally, ‘One can see it quite well from Eyam Moor. It’s supposed to happen round half past eleven. Are you interested in astronomy, Sam?’

  




  

    Samantha had obviously interpreted this as an invitation, and Julian felt a momentary annoyance with his cousin’s presumption. But he did his best to hide it because he owed her so much. It was in the cause of reconciling her mother with her uncle – Julian’s father – that she’d been making her lengthy visits to Broughton Manor from Winchester for the past eight months. Each stay had become progressively longer as she found more employment round the estate, either in the renovation of the manor house proper or in the smooth running of the tournaments, fêtes, and reenactments that Julian organised in the grounds as yet another source of Britton income. Her helpful presence had been a real godsend since Julian’s siblings had long fled the family nest and Jeremy hadn’t lifted a finger since he’d inherited the property – and proceeded to populate it with his fellow flower-children and run it into the ground – shortly after his twenty-fifth birthday.

  




  

    Still, grateful as Julian was for Sam’s help, he wished his cousin hadn’t assumed so much. He’d felt guilty about the amount of work she was doing purely from the goodness of her heart, and he’d been casting about aimlessly for some form of repayment. He had no available money to offer her, not that she would have needed or accepted it had he done so, but he did have his dogs as well as his knowledge of and enthusiasm for Derbyshire. And wanting to make her feel welcome for as long as possible at Broughton Manor, he’d offered her the only thing he had: occasional activities with the harriers as well as conversation. And it was a conversation about the eclipse that she had misunderstood.

  




  

    ‘I hadn’t thought . . .’ He kicked at a bare patch in the gravel where a dandelion was shooting up a furry stalk and leaves. ‘I’m sorry, I’m heading over to Maiden Hall.’

  




  

    ‘Oh.’

  




  

    Funny, Julian thought, how one syllable could carry the weight of everything from condemnation to delight.

  




  

    ‘Stupid me,’ she said. ‘I can’t think how I got the impression that you wanted to . . . Well, anyway . . .’

  




  

    ‘I’ll make it up to you.’ He hoped he sounded earnest. ‘If I hadn’t already planned . . . You know how it is.’

  




  

    ‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘Mustn’t disappoint your Nicola, Julian.’

  




  

    She offered him a brief, cool smile and ducked into the hollow of the wisteria vine. She hooked a basket over her arm.

  




  

    ‘Another time?’ Julian said.

  




  

    ‘Whatever.’ She didn’t look at him as she walked past, slipped through the gateway, and disappeared into the inner courtyard of Broughton Manor.

  




  

    He felt the breath leave him in a gusty sigh. He hadn’t realised he’d been holding it back. ‘Sorry,’ he said quietly to her absence. ‘But this is important. If you knew how important, you’d understand.’

  




  

    He made the drive to Padley Gorge swiftly, heading northwest towards Bakewell where he spun across the old mediaeval bridge that spanned the River Wye. He used the journey for a final rehearsal of his remarks, and by the time he’d reached the sloping drive to Maiden Hall, he was fairly sure that before the evening was out, his plans would bear the fruit he wanted.

  




  

    Maiden Hall sat midway up a slope of woodland. Here the land was thick with sessile oaks, and the incline leading up to the Hall was canopied with chestnuts and limes. Julian cruised up this drive, negotiated the serpentine turns with the skill of long practice, and chugged to a stop next to a Mercedes sports car in the gravelled enclosure that was reserved for guests.

  




  

    He skirted the main entrance and went in through the kitchen, where Andy Maiden was watching his chef put the flame to a tray of crème brûlée. The chef – one Christian-Louis Ferrer – had been brought on board from France some five years previously to enhance the solid if not inspired reputation of Maiden Hall’s food. At the moment, however, with culinary blow lamp in hand, Ferrer looked more like an arsonist than un grand artiste de la cuisine. The expression on Andy’s face suggested that he was sharing Julian’s thoughts.

  




  

    Only when Christian-Louis had successfully turned the coating into a perfect, thin shell of glaze, saying, ‘Et la voilà, Andee,’ with the sort of condescending smile one gives to a doubting Thomas who’s once again had his doubts proven groundless, did Andy look up and see Julian watching.

  




  

    ‘I’ve never liked flame throwing in the kitchen,’ he admitted with an embarrassed smile. ‘Hello, Julian. What’s the news from Broughton and regions beyond?’

  




  

    This constituted his usual greeting. Julian made his usual response. ‘All’s well with the righteous. But as for the rest of mankind . . . Forget it.’

  




  

    Andy smoothed down the hairs of his greying moustache and observed the younger man in a friendly fashion while Christian-Louis slid the tray of crème brûlée through a serving hatch to the dining room. He said, ‘Maintenant, on en a fini pour ce soir,’ and began removing the white apron that was stained with the evening’s sauces. As the Frenchman disappeared into a small changing room, Andy said, ‘Vive la France,’ wryly and rolled his eyes. Then to Julian, ‘Join us for a coffee? We’ve one group left in the dining room and everyone else in the lounge for the after-dinners.’

  




  

    ‘Any residents tonight?’ Julian asked. An old Victorian lodge once used as a hunting retreat by a branch of the Saxe-Coburg family, Maiden Hall had ten bedrooms. All had been individually decorated by Andy’s wife when the Maidens had made their escape from London a decade previously; eight were let out to discerning travellers who wanted the privacy of a hotel combined with the intimacy of a home.

  




  

    ‘Fully booked,’ Andy replied. ‘We’ve had a record summer, what with the fine weather. So what’s it to be? Coffee? Brandy? How’s your dad, by the way?’

  




  

    Julian winced inwardly at the mental association behind Andy’s words. Doubtless the whole blasted county paired his father with one type of booze or another. ‘Nothing for me,’ he said. ‘I’ve come for Nicola.’

  




  

    ‘Nicola? Why, she isn’t here, Julian.’

  




  

    ‘Not here? She’s not left Derbyshire already, has she? Because she said—’

  




  

    ‘No, no.’ Andy began storing the kitchen knives in a wooden stand, sliding them into slots with a neat snick as he continued talking. ‘She’s gone camping. Didn’t she tell you? She set out mid-morning yesterday.’

  




  

    ‘But I spoke to her . . .’ Julian thought back, reaching for a time. ‘Early yesterday morning. She wouldn’t have forgotten that quickly.’

  




  

    Andy shrugged. ‘Looks like she has. Women, you know. What did you two have on?’

  




  

    Julian sidestepped the question. ‘Did she go alone?’

  




  

    ‘Always has done,’ Andy replied. ‘You know Nicola.’

  




  

    How well he did. ‘Where? Did she take the proper gear?’

  




  

    Andy turned from storing his knives. Obviously, he heard something worrying in Julian’s tone. ‘She wouldn’t have gone without her gear. She knows how fast the weather changes out there. At any rate, I helped her stow it in the car myself. Why? What’s going on? Did you two have a row?’

  




  

    Julian could give a truthful answer to the last of the questions. They hadn’t had a row, at least not what Andy would have considered a row. He said, ‘Andy, she should’ve been back by now. We were going to Sheffield. She wanted to see a film—’

  




  

    ‘At this time of night?’

  




  

    ‘A special showing.’ Julian felt his face getting hot as he explained the tradition behind the Rocky Horror Picture Show. But Andy’s time undercover in what he always referred to as his Other Life had exposed him to the film long ago, and he waved the explanation off. This time, when he reached for his moustache and stroked it thoughtfully, he frowned as well.

  




  

    ‘You’re certain about the evening? She couldn’t have thought you meant tomorrow?’

  




  

    ‘I should have preferred to see her last night,’ Julian said. ‘It was Nicola who set the date for tonight. And I’m certain she said she’d be back this afternoon. I’m certain.’

  




  

    Andy dropped his hand. His eyes were grave. He looked beyond Julian to the casement window above the sink. There was nothing to see but their reflections. But Julian knew from his expression that Andy was thinking about what lay beyond them, in the darkness. Vast moors populated only by sheep; abandoned quarries reclaimed by nature; limestone cliffs giving way to screes; prehistoric fortresses of tumbling stone. There were myriad limestone caves to entrap one, copper mines whose walls and ceilings could collapse, cairns whose hotchpotch of stones could snap the ankle of an unwary hiker, gritstone ridges where a climber could fall and lie for days or weeks before being found. The district stretched from Manchester to Sheffield, from Stoke-on-Trent to Derby, and more than a dozen times each year Mountain Rescue was called to bring in someone who’d broken an arm or a leg – or worse – in the Peaks. If Andy Maiden’s daughter was lost or hurt somewhere out there, it was going to take the effort of more than two men standing in a kitchen to find her.

  




  

    Andy said, ‘Let’s get on to the police, Julian.’

  




  

    Julian’s initial impulse also was to phone the police. Upon reflection, however, he dreaded the thought of everything phoning the police implied. But in this brief moment of hesitation, Andy acted. He strode out to the reception desk to make the call.

  




  

    Julian hurried after him. He found Andy hunched over the phone, as if he intended to shelter himself from potential eavesdroppers. Still, only he and Julian stood in reception, while the Hall’s guests lingered over coffees and brandies in the lounge at the other end of the corridor.

  




  

    It was from this direction that Nan Maiden approached just as Andy’s connection to the Buxton police went through. She came out of the lounge bearing a tray that held an empty cafetiere and the used cups and saucers of coffee for two. She smiled and said, ‘Why, Julian! Hullo. We weren’t expecting . . .’ but her words petered out as she took in her husband’s surreptitious appearance – huddled over the phone like an anonymous caller – and Julian’s accomplice-like hovering nearby. ‘What’s going on?’

  




  

    At her question, Julian felt as if the word guilt were tattooed on his forehead. When Nan said, ‘What’s happened?’ he said nothing and waited for Andy to take the lead. However, Nicola’s father spoke in a low voice into the phone, saying ‘Twenty-five,’ and completely ignored his wife.

  




  

    But, twenty-five seemed to tell Nan what Julian wouldn’t put into words and what Andy was avoiding. ‘Nicola,’ she breathed. And she joined them at the reception desk, sliding her tray onto its surface where it dislodged a willow basket of hotel brochures that tumbled to the floor. No one picked them up. ‘Has something happened to Nicola?’

  




  

    Andy’s answer was calm. ‘Julian and Nick had a date this evening, which she’s apparently forgotten,’ he told his wife, left hand over the mouthpiece of the phone. ‘We’re trying to track her down.’ He offered the lie ingenuously, with the skill of a man who’d once made falsehood his stock in trade. ‘I was thinking that she might have gone to see Will Upman on her way home, to pave the way for another job next summer. Everything all right with the guests, love?’

  




  

    Nan’s quick grey eyes darted from her husband to Julian. ‘Exactly who’re you talking to, Andy?’

  




  

    ‘Nancy . . .’

  




  

    ‘Tell me.’

  




  

    He didn’t do so. On the other end of the line, someone spoke, and Andy looked at his watch. He said, ‘Unfortunately, we’re not altogether sure . . . No. Thanks. Fine. I appreciate it.’ He rang off and picked up the tray that his wife had placed on the desk. He headed towards the kitchen. Nan and Julian followed.

  




  

    Christian-Louis was just leaving, his chef’s whites changed for jeans, trainers, and an Oxford University sweatshirt with its sleeves cut off. He grabbed the handlebars of a bicycle that was leaning against the wall and, taking a moment to measure the tension among the other three people in the kitchen, he said, ‘Bonsoir, à demain,’ and quickly left them. Through the window, they saw the white glow of his bicycle lamp as he pedalled off.

  




  

    ‘Andy, I want the truth.’ His wife planted herself in front of him. She was a small woman, nearly ten inches shorter than her husband. But her body was solid and tightly muscled, the physique of a woman two decades younger than her sixty years.

  




  

    ‘You’ve had the truth,’ Andy said reasonably. ‘Julian and Nicola had a date. Nick’s forgotten. Julian’s got himself into a twist and he’d like to track her down. I’m helping him out.’

  




  

    ‘But that wasn’t Will Upman on the phone, was it?’ Nan demanded. ‘Why would Nicola be seeing Will Upman at—’ She glanced at the kitchen clock, a functional and institutional timepiece that hung above a rack of dinner plates. It was eleven-twenty, and all of them knew that the hour was unlikely for paying a social call on one’s employer, which was what Will Upman had been to Nicola for the last three months. ‘She said she was going camping. Don’t tell me that you actually think she stopped to have a chat with Will Upman in the middle of a camping trip. And why would Nicola fail to turn up for a date with Julian? She’s never done that.’ Nan shifted her sharp gaze. ‘Have you two had a row?’ she asked Julian astutely.

  




  

    Julian’s immediate discomfort came from two sources: having to answer the question another time and realising that Nicola hadn’t yet told her parents of her intention to leave Derbyshire permanently. She would hardly have been seeking her next summer’s employment if she’d been planning to leave the county.

  




  

    ‘Actually, we talked about marriage,’ Julian decided to say. ‘We were sorting out the future.’

  




  

    Nan’s eyes widened. Something akin to relief wiped the worry from her face. ‘Marriage? Nicola’s agreed to marry you? When? I mean, when did all this happen? And she never said a word. Why, this is wonderful news. It’s absolutely brilliant. Heavens, Julian, it makes me feel giddy. Have you told your dad?’

  




  

    Julian didn’t want to lie outright. But he couldn’t bring himself to tell the full truth. He settled on the precarious middle ground. ‘Actually, we’re just at the talking stage. In fact we were supposed to talk again tonight.’

  




  

    Andy Maiden had been watching Julian curiously, as if he knew very well that any talk of marriage between his daughter and Julian Britton would be as unlikely as a discussion on raising sheep. He said, ‘Hang on. I thought you were going to Sheffield.’

  




  

    ‘Right. But we planned to talk on the way.’

  




  

    ‘Well, Nicola would never forget that,’ Nan declared. ‘No woman is likely to forget she has a date to talk about marriage.’ And then to her husband, ‘Which is something you ought to know very well, Andy.’ She was silent for a moment, dwelling – so it seemed – on that final thought while Julian dwelt on the uneasy fact that Andy still had not answered his wife’s questions about the phone call he’d just made. Nan reached her own conclusion about this. ‘God. You’ve just phoned the police, haven’t you? You think that something’s happened to her. And you didn’t want me to know about it, did you?’

  




  

    Neither Andy nor Julian replied. This was answer enough.

  




  

    ‘And what was I to think when the police arrived?’ Nan demanded. ‘Or was I just supposed to keep serving the coffee?’

  




  

    ‘I knew you’d worry,’ her husband said. ‘There may be no cause.’

  




  

    ‘Nicola could easily be out there in the dark, lying hurt or trapped or God knows what else and you – both of you – didn’t think I should know? Because I might worry?’

  




  

    ‘You’re working yourself into a state right now. That’s why I didn’t want to tell you till I had to. It may be nothing. It’s probably nothing. Julian and I agree on that. We’ll have it all sorted out in an hour or two, Nancy.’

  




  

    Nan attempted to shove a handful of hair behind her ear. Cut in a strange fashion that she called a beret – long on the top and clipped on the sides – it was too short to do anything but flop back into place. ‘We’ll set out after her,’ she decided. ‘One of us must start looking for her at once.’

  




  

    ‘One of us looking for Nicola isn’t going to do much good,’ Julian pointed out. ‘There’s no telling where she went.’

  




  

    ‘But we know all her haunts. Arbor Low. Thor’s Cave. Peveril Castle.’ Nan mentioned half a dozen other locations, all of them inadvertently serving to underscore the point that Julian had been attempting to make: There was no correlation between Nicola’s favourite spots and their locations in the Peak District. They were as far north as the outskirts of Holmfirth, as far south as Ashbourne and the lower part of the Tissington Trail. It was going to take a team to find her.

  




  

    Andy pulled a bottle out of the cupboard, along with three tumblers. Into each he poured a shot of brandy. He handed round the glasses, saying, ‘Get that down you.’

  




  

    Nan’s hands circled her glass, but she didn’t drink. ‘Something’s happened to her.’

  




  

    ‘We don’t know anything. That’s why the police are on their way.’

  




  

    The police, in the person of an ageing constable called Price, arrived not thirty minutes later. He asked the expected questions of them: When had she left? How was she equipped? Had she set off alone? What seemed to be her state of mind? Depressed? Unhappy? Worried? What had she declared as her intentions? Had she actually stated a time of her return? Who spoke to her last? Had she received any visitors? Letters? Phone calls? Had anything happened recently that might have prompted her to run off?

  




  

    Julian joined Andy and Nan Maiden in their efforts to impress upon Constable Price the gravity of Nicola’s failure to reappear at Maiden Hall. But Price seemed determined to go his own way, and a painstaking, hair-tearingly slow way it was. He wrote in his notebook at a ponderous pace, taking down a description of Nicola. He took them through her activities during the last two weeks. And he seemed terminally fascinated by the fact that, on the morning before she’d left for her hike, she’d received three phone calls from individuals who wouldn’t give their names so that Nan could pass them along to Nicola before she came to the phone.

  




  

    ‘One man and two women?’ Price asked four times.

  




  

    ‘I don’t know, I don’t know. And what does it matter?’ Nan said testily. ‘It may have been the same woman calling twice. What difference does it make? What’s that got to do with Nicola?’

  




  

    ‘But just one man?’ Constable Price said.

  




  

    ‘God in heaven, how many times am I going to have to—’

  




  

    ‘One man,’ Andy interposed.

  




  

    Nan pressed her lips into an angry line. Her eyes bored holes into Price’s skull. ‘One man,’ she repeated.

  




  

    ‘It wasn’t you who phoned?’ This to Julian.

  




  

    ‘I know Julian’s voice,’ Nan said. ‘It wasn’t Julian.’

  




  

    ‘But you have a relationship with the young lady, Mr Britton?’

  




  

    ‘They’re engaged to be married,’ Nan said.

  




  

    ‘Not exactly engaged,’ Julian quickly clarified, and he cursed in silence as the damnable heat rose from his collar bone to suffuse his cheeks yet again.

  




  

    ‘Had a bit of a quarrel?’ Price asked, voice shrewd. ‘Another man involved?’

  




  

    Jesus, Julian thought grimly. Why did everyone assume they’d rowed? There hadn’t been a single harsh word between them. Indeed, there hadn’t been time for that.

  




  

    They hadn’t quarrelled, Julian reported steadily. And he knew nothing about another man. Absolutely nothing, he asserted for good measure.

  




  

    ‘They had a date to talk about their wedding plans,’ Nan said.

  




  

    ‘Well, actually—’

  




  

    ‘D’you honestly know any woman who’d fail to turn up for that?’

  




  

    ‘And you are certain she intended to return by this evening?’ Constable Price asked Andy. He shifted his eyes over his notes, going on to say, ‘Her gear suggests she might have intended a longer outing.’

  




  

    ‘I hadn’t thought much about it till Julian stopped by to fetch her to Sheffield,’ Andy admitted.

  




  

    ‘Ah.’ The constable eyed Julian with more suspicion than Julian felt was warranted. Then he flipped his notebook closed. The radio receiver that he wore from his shoulder buzzed with an incomprehensible stream of babble. He reached up and turned down the volume. Easing his notebook into his pocket, he said, ‘Well. She’s done a runner before, and this’s no different to that, I expect. We’ll have ourselves a wait till—’

  




  

    ‘What’re you talking about?’ Nan cut in. ‘This isn’t a runaway teenager we’re reporting. She’s twenty-five years old, for heaven’s sake. She’s a responsible adult. She has a job. A boyfriend. A family. She hasn’t run off. She’s disappeared.’

  




  

    ‘At the present, p’rhaps she has,’ the constable agreed. ‘But as she’s bunked off before – and our files do show that, madam – till we know she’s not doing another runner, we can’t send a team out after her.’

  




  

    ‘She was seventeen years old when she last ran off,’ Nan argued. ‘We’d just moved here from London. She was lonely, unhappy. We were caught up getting the Hall in order and we failed to give her the proper attention. All she’d needed was guidance so that—’

  




  

    ‘Nancy.’ Andy put his hand gently on the back of her neck.

  




  

    ‘We can’t just do nothing!’

  




  

    ‘No choice in the matter,’ the constable said implacably. ‘We’ve got our procedures. I’ll make my report, and if she’s not turned up by this time tomorrow, we’ll have ourselves another look at the problem.’

  




  

    Nan spun to her husband. ‘Do something. Phone Mountain Rescue yourself.’

  




  

    Julian interposed. ‘Nan, Mountain Rescue can’t begin a search unless they have an idea . . .’ He gestured towards the windows and hoped she would fill in the blanks. As a member of Mountain Rescue himself, he’d been on dozens of cases. But the rescuers had always had a general idea of where to begin looking for a hiker. Since neither Julian nor Nicola’s parents could even generalise about Nicola’s point of departure, the only avenue left to them was to wait until first light when the police could request a helicopter from the RAF.

  




  

    Because of the hour and their lack of information, Julian knew that the only possible activity that actually could have grown from their midnight meeting with Constable Price would have been a preliminary phone call to the closest mountain rescue organization, telling them to assemble their volunteers at dawn. But clearly they had failed to impress upon the constable the gravity of the situation. Mountain Rescue responded only to the police. And the police – at least at the moment and in the person of Constable Price – weren’t themselves responding.

  




  

    They were wasting time talking to the man. Julian could see from Andy’s expression that he’d arrived at this same conclusion. He said, ‘Thank you for coming, Constable,’ and when his wife would have protested, Andy went on. ‘We’ll phone you tomorrow evening if Nicola hasn’t turned up.’

  




  

    ‘Andy!’

  




  

    He put his arm round her shoulders and she turned into his chest. He didn’t speak until the constable had ducked out of the kitchen door, gone to his panda car, switched on the ignition, and flicked on the headlamps. And then he spoke to Julian, not Nan.

  




  

    ‘She always likes camping in the White Peak, Julian. There’re maps in reception. Would you fetch them please? We’ll each want to know where the other’s searching.’

  




  

    Chapter Two

  




  

    It was just after seven the next morning when Julian returned to Maiden Hall. If he hadn’t explored every possible site from Consall Wood to Alport Height, he certainly felt as if he had. Torch in one hand, loud hailer in the other, he’d gone through the motions: He’d trudged the leafy woodland path from Wettonmill up the steep grade to Thor’s Cave. He’d scoured along the River Manifold. He’d shone his torchlight up the slope of Thorpe Cloud. He’d followed the River Dove as far south as the old medieval manor at Norbury. At the village of Alton, he’d hiked a distance along the Staffordshire Way. He’d driven as many as he could manage of the single lane roads that Nicola favoured. And he’d paused periodically to use the loud hailer in calling her name. Deliberately marking his presence in every location, he’d awakened sheep, farmers, and campers during his eight hours’ search for her. At heart, he’d known there was no chance that he would find her, but at least he’d been doing something instead of waiting at home by the phone. At the end of it all, he felt anxious and empty. And completely fagged out, with throbbing eyeballs, bruised calves, and a back that ached from the night’s exertion.

  




  

    He was hungry as well. He could have eaten a leg of lamb had one been offered. It was odd, he thought. Just the previous night – wrought up with anticipation and nerves – he’d barely been able to touch his dinner. Indeed, Samantha had been a bit put out at the manner in which he merely picked at her fine sole amandine. She’d taken his lack of appetite personally, and while his father had leered about a man having other appetites to take care of, Sam, and wasn’t their Julie about to do just that with we-all-know-who this very night, Samantha had pressed her lips together and cleared the table.

  




  

    He’d have been able to do justice to one of her table-groaning breakfasts now, Julian thought. But as it was . . . Well, it didn’t seem right to think about food – let alone to ask for it – despite the fact that the paying guests in Maiden Hall would be tucking into everything from corn flakes to kippers within the half hour.

  




  

    He needn’t have worried about the propriety in hoping for food under the circumstances, however. When he walked into the kitchen of Maiden Hall, a plate of scrambled eggs, mushrooms, and sausage sat untouched before Nan Maiden. She offered it to him the moment she saw him, saying, ‘They want me to eat, but I can’t. Please take it. I expect you could do with a meal.’

  




  

    They were the early kitchen staff: two women from the nearby village of Grindleford who cooked in the mornings when the sophisticated culinary efforts of Christian-Louis were as unnecessary as they would be unwanted.

  




  

    ‘Bring it with you, Julian.’ Nan put a cafetiere on a tray with coffee mugs, milk, and sugar. She led the way into the dining room.

  




  

    Only one table was occupied. Nan nodded at the couple who’d placed themselves in the bay window overlooking the garden and after politely inquiring about their night’s sleep and their day’s plans, she joined Julian at the table he’d chosen some distance away by the kitchen door.

  




  

    The fact that she never wore make-up put Nan at a disadvantage this morning. Her eyes were troughed by blue-grey flesh. Her skin, which was lightly freckled from time spent on her mountain bicycle when she had a free hour in which to exercise, was otherwise completely pallid. Her lips – having long ago lost the natural blush of youth – bore fine lines that began beneath her nose and were ghostly white. She hadn’t slept; that much was clear.

  




  

    She had, however, changed her clothes from the night before, apparently knowing that it would hardly do for the proprietress of Maiden Hall to greet her guests in the morning wearing what she’d worn as their hostess at dinner on the previous night. So her cocktail dress had been replaced by stirrup trousers and a tailored blouse.

  




  

    She poured them each a cup of coffee and watched as Julian tucked into the eggs and mushrooms. She said, ‘Tell me about the engagement. I need something to keep from thinking the worst.’ When she spoke, tears caused her eyes to look glazed and unfocused, but she didn’t weep.

  




  

    Julian made himself mirror her control. ‘Where’s Andy?’

  




  

    ‘Not back yet.’ She circled her hands round her mug. Her grip was so tight that her fingers – their nails habitually bitten to the quick – were bleached of colour. ‘Tell me about the two of you, Julian. Please. Tell me.’

  




  

    ‘It’s going to be all right,’ Julian said. The last thing he wanted to force upon himself was having to concoct a scenario in which he and Nicola fell in love like ordinary human beings, realised that love, and founded upon it a life together. He couldn’t face that at the moment. ‘She’s an experienced hiker. And she didn’t go out there unprepared.’

  




  

    ‘I know that. But I don’t want to think about what it means that she hasn’t come home. So tell me about the engagement. Where were you when you asked her? What did you say? What kind of wedding will it be? And when?’

  




  

    Julian felt a chill at the double direction Nan’s thoughts were taking. In either case, they brought up subjects he didn’t want to consider. One led him to dwell upon the unthinkable. The other did nothing but encourage more lies.

  




  

    He went for a truth that both of them knew. ‘Nicola’s been hiking in the Peaks since you moved from London. Even if she’s hurt herself, she knows what to do till help arrives.’ He forked up a portion of egg and mushrooms. ‘It’s lucky that she and I had a date. If we hadn’t, God knows when we might’ve set out to find her.’

  




  

    Nan looked away, but her eyes were still liquid. She lowered her head.

  




  

    ‘We should be hopeful,’ Julian went on. ‘She’s well-equipped. And she doesn’t panic when things get dicey. We all know that.’

  




  

    ‘But if she’s fallen . . . or got lost in one of the caves . . . Julian, it happens. You know that. No matter how well prepared someone is, the worst still happens sometimes.’

  




  

    ‘There’s nothing that says anything’s happened. I only looked in the south part of the White Peak. There’re more square miles out there than can be covered by one man in total darkness in an evening. She could be anywhere. She could even have gone to the Dark Peak without our knowing.’ He didn’t mention the nightmare Mountain Rescue faced whenever someone did disappear in the Dark Peak. There was, after all, no mercy in fracturing Nan’s tenuous hold on her calm. She knew the reality about the Dark Peak, anyway, and she didn’t need him to point out to her that while roads made most of the White Peak accessible, its sister to the north could only be traversed by horseback, on foot, or by helicopter. If a hiker got lost or hurt up there, it generally took bloodhounds to find him.

  




  

    ‘She said she’d marry you, though,’ Nan declared, more to herself than to Julian, it seemed. ‘She did say that she’d marry you, Julian?’

  




  

    The poor woman seemed so eager to be lied to that Julian found himself just as eager to oblige her. ‘We hadn’t quite got to yes or no yet. That’s what last night was supposed to be about.’

  




  

    Nan lifted her coffee with both hands and drank. ‘Was she . . . Did she seem pleased? I only ask because she’d seemed to have . . . Well, she’d seemed to have some sort of plans, and I’m not quite sure . . .’

  




  

    Carefully Julian speared a mushroom. ‘Plans?’

  




  

    ‘I’d thought . . . Yes, it seemed so.’

  




  

    He looked at Nan. Nan looked at him. He was the one to blink. He said steadily, ‘Nicola had no plans that I know of, Nan.’

  




  

    The kitchen door swung open a few inches. The face of one of the Grindleford women appeared in the aperture. She said, ‘Mrs Maiden, Mr Britton,’ in a low, hushed voice. And she used her head to indicate the direction of the kitchen. You’re wanted, the motion implied.

  




  

    Andy was leaning against one of the work tops, facing it, his weight on his hands and his head bowed. When his wife said his name, he looked up.

  




  

    His face was drawn with exhaustion, and his growth of peppery whiskers fanned out from his moustache and shadowed his cheeks. His grey hair was uncombed, looking windblown although there wasn’t any wind to speak of this morning. His eyes went to Nan, then slid away. Julian prepared himself to hear the worst.

  




  

    ‘Her car’s on the edge of Calder Moor,’ Andy told them.

  




  

    His wife drew her hands into a fist at her breast. ‘Thank God,’ she said.

  




  

    Still, Andy didn’t look at her. His expression indicated that thanks were premature. He knew what Julian knew and what Nan herself might well have acknowledged had she paused to probe for the possibilities that were indicated by the location of Nicola’s Saab. Calder Moor was vast. It began just west of the road stretching between Blackwell and Brough, and it comprised endless expanses of heather and gorse, four caverns, numerous cairns and forts and barrows spanning time from Paleolithic through Iron Age, gritstone outcroppings and limestone caves and fissures through which more than one foolish tripper had crawled for adventure and become hopelessly stuck. Julian knew that Andy was thinking of this as he stood in the kitchen at the end of his long night’s search for Nicola. But Andy was thinking something else as well. Andy was knowing something else, in fact. That much was evident from the manner in which he straightened and began slapping the knuckles of one hand against the heel of the other.

  




  

    Julian said, ‘Andy, for God’s sake, tell us.’

  




  

    Andy’s gaze fixed on his wife. ‘The car’s not on the verge, like you’d think it should be.’

  




  

    ‘Then where . . . ?’

  




  

    ‘It’s out of sight behind a wall, on the road out of Sparrowpit.’

  




  

    ‘But that’s good, isn’t it?’ Nan said eagerly. ‘If she went camping, she wouldn’t want to leave the Saab on the road. Not where it could be seen by someone who might break into it.’

  




  

    ‘True,’ he said. ‘But the car’s not alone.’ And with a glance towards Julian as if he wished to apologise for something, ‘There’s a motorcycle with it.’

  




  

    ‘Someone out for a hike,’ Julian said.

  




  

    ‘At this hour?’ Andy shook his head. ‘It was wet from the night. As wet as her car. It’s been there just as long.’

  




  

    Nan eagerly said, ‘Then she didn’t go onto the moor alone? She met someone there?’

  




  

    ‘Or she was followed,’ Julian added quietly.

  




  

    ‘I’m calling the police,’ Andy said. ‘They’ll want to bring in Mountain Rescue now.’

  




  

    When a patient died, it was Phoebe Neill’s habit to turn to the land for comfort. She generally did this alone. She’d lived alone for most of her life, and she wasn’t afraid of solitude. And in the combination of solitude and a return to the land, she received consolation. When she was out in nature, nothing manmade stood between her and the Great Creator. Thus on the land, she was able to align herself with the end of a life and the will of God, knowing that the body we inhabit is but a shell that binds us for a period of temporal experience prior to our entering the world of the spirit for the next phase of our development.

  




  

    This Thursday morning things were different, though. Yes, a patient had died on the previous evening. Yes, Phoebe Neill turned to the land for solace. But on this occasion, she hadn’t come alone. She’d brought with her a mixed breed dog of uncertain lineage, the now-orphaned pet of the young man whose life had just ended.

  




  

    She’d been the one to talk Stephen Fairbrook into getting a dog as a companion during the last year of his illness. So when it had become clear that the end of Stephen’s life was fast approaching, she knew that she’d make his passing easier if she reassured him about the dog’s fate. ‘Stevie, when the time comes, I’m happy to take Benbow,’ she’d told him one morning as she bathed his skeletal body and massaged lotion into his shrunken limbs. ‘You’re not to worry about him. All right?’

  




  

    You can die now was what went unspoken. Not because words like die or death were unmentionable round Stephen Fairbrook, but because once he’d been told his disease, been through countless treatments and drugs in an effort to stay alive long enough for a cure to be found, watched his weight decline and his hair fall out and his skin bloom with bruises that turned into sores, die and death were old companions to him. He didn’t need a formal introduction to guests who were already dwelling within his house.

  




  

    On the last afternoon of his master’s life Benbow had known Stephen was passing. And hour after hour, the animal lay quietly next to him, moving only if Stephen moved, his muzzle resting in Stephen’s hand until Stephen had left them. Benbow, in fact, had known before Phoebe that Stephen was gone. He’d risen, whimpered, howled once, and was silent. He’d then sought out the comfort of his basket, where he’d stayed until Phoebe had collected him.

  




  

    Now he raised himself on his hind legs, his plumed tail wagging hopefully as Phoebe parked her car in a lay-by near a drystone wall and reached for his lead. He barked once. Phoebe smiled. ‘Yes. A walk shall make us right as rain, old chap.’

  




  

    She clambered out. Benbow followed, leaping agilely from the Vauxhall and sniffing eagerly, nose pressed to the sandy ground like a canine Hoover. He led Phoebe directly to the wall and snuffled along it until he came to the stile that would allow him access to the moor beyond. This he leapt over easily, and once on the other side he paused to shake himself off. His ears pricked up and he cocked his head. He gave a sharp bark to tell Phoebe that a solo run, not a walk on a lead, was what he had in mind.

  




  

    ‘Can’t do it, old boy,’ Phoebe told him. ‘Not till we see what’s what and who’s who on the moor, all right?’ She was cautious and overprotective that way, which made for excellent skills when it came to nursing the house-bound dying through their final days, particularly those whose conditions required hyper-vigilance on the part of their care giver. But when it came to children or to dog ownership, Phoebe knew intuitively that the natural hovering born of a cautious nature would have produced a fearful animal or a rebellious child. So she’d had no child – although she’d had her opportunities – and she’d had no dog till now. ‘I hope to do right by you, Benbow,’ she told the mongrel. He lifted his head to look at her, past the scraggly kelp-coloured mop of fur that flopped into his eyes. He swung back round towards the open moor, mile after mile of heather creating a purple shawl that covered the shoulders of the land.

  




  

    Had the moor consisted of heather alone, Phoebe would not have given a second thought to letting Benbow have his romp unrestrained. But the seemingly endless flow of the heather was deceptive to the uninitiated. Ancient limestone quarries produced unexpected lacunae in the landscape, into which the dog could tumble, and the caverns, lead mines, and caves into which he could scamper – and where she could not follow – served as a siren enticement for any animal, an enticement with which Phoebe Neill didn’t care to compete. But she was willing to let Benbow snuffle freely through one of the many birch copses that grew in irregular clumps on the moor, rising like feathers against the sky, and she grasped his lead firmly and began heading northwest where the largest of the copses grew.

  




  

    It was a fine morning, but there were no other walkers about yet. The sun was low in the eastern sky, and Phoebe’s shadow stretched far to her left as if it wished to pursue a cobalt horizon that was heaped with clouds so white they might have been giant sleeping swans. There was little wind, just enough of a breeze to slap Phoebe’s windcheater against her sides and flip Benbow’s tangled fur from his eyes. There was no scent on this breeze that Phoebe could discern. And the only noise came from an unkindness of ravens somewhere on the moor and a flock of sheep bleating in the distance.

  




  

    Benbow snuffled along, investigating nasally every inch of the path as well as the mounds of heather that edged it. He was a cooperative walker, as Phoebe had discovered from the thrice-daily strolls she and he had taken once Stephen had been completely confined to bed. And because she didn’t have to tug him along or pull him back or encourage the little dog in any way, their jaunt on the moor gave her time to pray.

  




  

    She didn’t pray for Stephen Fairbrook. She knew that Stephen was now at peace, quite beyond the necessity of an intervention – Divine or otherwise – in the process of the inevitable. What she prayed for was greater understanding. She wanted to know why a scourge had come to dwell among them, felling the best, the brightest, and frequently those with the most to offer. She wanted to know what conclusion she was meant to draw from the deaths of young men who were guilty of nothing, of the deaths of children whose crime was to be born of infected mothers, and of the deaths of those unfortunate mothers as well.

  




  

    When Benbow wanted to pick up the pace, she was willing to do so. In this manner, they strode into the heart of the moor, ambling along one path, forking off onto another. Phoebe wasn’t worried about becoming lost. She knew that they’d begun their walk southeast of a limestone outcrop that was called Agricola’s Throne. It was the remains of a great Roman fort, a windswept outlook shaped not unlike an enormous chair that marked the edge of the moor. It towered above a valley of pastures, villages, and derelict mills, and anyone sighting off the throne during a hike was unlikely to get lost.

  




  

    They’d been trekking for an hour when Benbow’s ears pricked up and his stance altered. From shuffling along happily, he came to a sudden halt. His body elongated, back legs stretching out. His feathery tail stiffened into an immobile quill. A low whine issued from his throat.

  




  

    Phoebe studied what lay before them: the copse of birches she’d intended to allow Benbow to gambol in. ‘Gracious me,’ she murmured. ‘Aren’t you the clever one, Bennie?’ She was deeply surprised and just as deeply touched by the mongrel’s ability to read her intentions. She’d silently promised him freedom when they reached the copse. And here the copse was. He read her mind and was eager to be off the lead. ‘Can’t blame you a bit,’ Phoebe said as she knelt to unhook the lead from his collar. She wound the rope of braided leather round her hand and rose with a grunt as the dog shot ahead of her into the trees.

  




  

    Phoebe walked after him, smiling at the sight of his compact body bouncing along the path. He used his feet like springs as he ran, bounding off the ground with all four legs at once as if it were his intention to fly. He skirted a large column of roughly hewn limestone on the edge of the copse and vanished among the birches.

  




  

    This was the entrance to Nine Sisters’ Henge, a Neolithic earth-banked enclosure that encircled nine standing stones of varying heights. Assembled some thirty-five hundred years before the time of Christ, the henge and the stones marked a spot for rituals engaged in by prehistoric man. At the time of its use, the henge had been standing in open land that had been cleared of its natural oak and alder forest. Now, however, it was hidden from view, buried within a thick growth of birches, a modern encroachment on the resulting moorland.

  




  

    Phoebe paused and surveyed her surroundings. The eastern sky – without the clouds of the west – allowed the sun to pierce unimpeded through the trees. Their bark was the white of a seagull’s wing, but patterned with diamond-shaped cracks the colour of coffee. Leaves formed a shimmering green screen in the morning breeze, which served to shield the ancient stone circle within the copse from an inexperienced hiker who didn’t know it was there. Standing before the birches, the sentry stone was hit by the light at an oblique angle. This deepened its natural pocking, and from a distance the shadows combined to effect a face, an austere custodian of secrets too ancient to be imagined.

  




  

    As Phoebe observed the stone, an unaccountable chill passed through her. Despite the breeze, it was silent here. No noise from the dog, no bleating of a sheep lost among the stones, no call of hikers as they crossed the moor. It was altogether too silent, Phoebe thought. And she found herself glancing round uneasily, overcome by the feeling that she was being watched.

  




  

    Phoebe thought herself a practical woman, one not given to casual fancies or an imagination run riot with ghosties and ghoulies and things that go bump in the night. Nonetheless, she felt the sudden need to be away from this place, and she called for the dog. There was no response.

  




  

    ‘Benbow!’ she called a second time. ‘Here, boy. Come.’

  




  

    Nothing. The silence intensified. The breeze stilled. And Phoebe felt the hair stirring on the back of her neck.

  




  

    She didn’t wish to approach the copse, but she didn’t know why. She’d walked among the Nine Sisters before. She’d even had a quiet picnic lunch there one fine spring day. But there was something about the place this morning . . .

  




  

    A sharp bark from Benbow and suddenly what seemed like hundreds of ravens took to the air in an ebony swarm. For a moment they entirely blocked out the sun. The shadow they cast seemed like a monstrous fist sweeping over Phoebe. She shuddered at the distinct sensation of having been marked somehow, like Cain before being sent to the east.

  




  

    She swallowed and turned back to the copse. There was no further sound from Benbow, no response to her calling. Concerned, Phoebe hurried along the path, passed the limestone guardian of that sacred place, and entered the trees.

  




  

    They grew thickly, but visitors to the site had trod a path through them over the years. On this, the natural grass of the moor had been flattened and worn through to the earth in spots. To the sides, however, bilberry bushes formed part of the undergrowth, and the last of the wild purple orchids gave off their characteristic scent of cats in the tough moor grass. It was here beneath the trees that Phoebe looked for Benbow, drawing nearer to the ancient stones. The silence round her was so profound that the very fact of it seemed like an augur, mute but eloquent all at once.

  




  

    Then, as Phoebe drew near the circle’s boundary, she finally heard the dog again. He yelped from somewhere, then emitted something between a whine and a growl. It was decidedly fearful. Worried that he’d encountered a hiker who was less than welcoming of his canine advances, Phoebe hastened towards the sound, through the remaining trees and into the circle.

  




  

    At once, she saw a mound of bright blue at the inner base of one of the standing stones. It was at this mound that Benbow barked, backing off from it now with his hackles up and his ears flattened back against his skull.

  




  

    ‘What is it?’ Phoebe asked, over his noise. ‘What’ve you found, old boy?’ Uneasily, she wiped her palms on her skirt and glanced about. She saw the answer to her question lying round her. What the dog had found was a scene of chaos. The centre of the stone circle was strewn with white feathers, and the detritus of some thoughtless campers lay scattered about: everything from a tent to a cooking pot to an opened rucksack spilling its contents onto the ground.

  




  

    Phoebe approached the dog through this clutter. She wanted to get Benbow back on the lead and get both of them out of the circle at once.

  




  

    She said, ‘Benbow, come here,’ and he yelped more loudly. It was the sort of sound she’d never heard from him before.

  




  

    She saw that he was clearly upset by the mound of blue, the source of the white feathers that dusted the clearing like the wings of slaughtered moths.

  




  

    It was a sleeping bag, she realised. And it was from this bag that the feathers had come, because a slash in the nylon that served as its cover spat more white feathers when Phoebe touched the bag with her toe. Indeed, nearly all the feathers that constituted its stuffing were gone. What remained was like a tarpaulin. It had been completely unzipped and it was shrouding something, something that terrified the little dog.

  




  

    Phoebe felt weak-kneed, but she made herself do it. She lifted the cover. Benbow backed off, giving her a clear look at the nightmare vignette that the sleeping bag had covered.

  




  

    Blood. There was more in front of her than she’d ever seen before. It wasn’t bright red because it had obviously been exposed to air for a good number of hours. But Phoebe didn’t require that colour to know what she was looking at.

  




  

    ‘Oh my Lord.’ She went light-headed.

  




  

    She’d seen death before in many guises, but none had been as grisly as this. At her feet, a young man lay curled like a foetus, dressed head-to-toe in nothing but black, with that same colour puckering burnt flesh from eye to jaw on one side of his face. His cropped hair was black as well, as was the pony tail that sprang from his skull. His goatee was black. His fingernails were black. He wore an onyx ring and an earring of black. The only colour that offered relief from the black – aside from the sleeping bag of blue – was the magenta of blood, and that was everywhere: on the ground beneath him, saturating his clothes, pooling from scores of wounds on his torso.

  




  

    Phoebe dropped the sleeping bag and backed away from the body. She felt hot. She felt cold. She knew that she was about to faint. She chided herself for her lack of backbone. She said, ‘Benbow?’ and over her voice, she heard the dog barking. She realised that he’d never stopped. But four of her senses had deadened with shock, heightening and honing her fifth sense: sight.

  




  

    She scooped up the dog and stumbled from the horror.

  




  

    The day had altered completely by the time the police arrived. In the way of weather in the Peaks, a morning that had been born into sunshine and perfect sky had reached its maturity in fog. It slithered over the distant crest of Kinder Scout, creeping across the high moors from the northwest. When the Buxton police set up their crime scene tape, they did it with the mist falling on their shoulders like spirits descending to visit the site.

  




  

    Before he went out to join the scenes of crime team, Detective Inspector Peter Hanken had a word with the woman who’d come upon the body. She was sitting in the back of a panda car, a dog on her lap. Hanken normally liked dogs a great deal: He was the master of two Irish setters who were almost as much his pride and joy as were his three children. But this pathetic-looking mongrel with his unkempt coat of mangy fur and his sludge-coloured eyes looked a likely candidate for the dog-meat factory. And he smelled like a dustbin left in the sun.

  




  

    Not that there was any sun, which lowered Hanken’s spirits even further. On every side of him, he encountered grey – in the sky, on the landscape, and in the grizzled hair of the old woman before him – and grey had long had the capability of sinking his ship faster than the realisation of what a murder investigation was going to do to his weekend plans.

  




  

    Over the top of the car Hanken said to Patty Stewart – a WPC with a heart-shaped face and breasts that had long been the objects of fantasy for half a dozen of the younger DCs – ‘Name?’

  




  

    Stewart filled in all the blanks in her typical competent manner. ‘Phoebe Neill. She’s a home nurse. From Sheffield.’

  




  

    ‘What the hell was she doing out here?’

  




  

    ‘Her patient died yesterday evening. She took it hard. She brought his dog out here for a walk. It helps, she said.’

  




  

    Hanken had seen plenty of death in his years of policing. And in his experience, nothing helped. He slapped his palm against the roof of the car and opened the door, saying to Stewart, ‘Get on with it, then.’ He slid inside.

  




  

    ‘Is it Miss or Missus?’ he said after introducing himself to the home nurse.

  




  

    The dog strained forward against her hands, which she’d placed on his chest just above his legs. She held him in position firmly. She said, ‘He’s friendly. If you’d just let him smell your hand . . .,’ and she added, ‘Miss,’ when Hanken obliged.

  




  

    He excavated the particulars from her, trying to ignore the mongrel’s rank odour. When he was satisfied that she’d seen no other sign of life besides the ravens who’d fled the scene like the marauders they were, he said, ‘You didn’t disturb the area?’ and narrowed his eyes when she flushed.

  




  

    ‘I know what’s appropriate in the situation. One does watch police dramas on the television occasionally. But, you see, I didn’t know there would be a body beneath the blanket . . . only it wasn’t a blanket at all, was it? It was a sleeping bag that’d been slashed to bits. And as there was rubbish all round the site, I suppose that I—’

  




  

    ‘Rubbish?’ Hanken interrupted impatiently.

  




  

    ‘Papers. Camping things. Lot of white feathers. There were bits and pieces everywhere.’ The woman smiled with a pitiful eagerness to please.

  




  

    ‘You didn’t disturb anything, did you?’ Hanken asked.

  




  

    No. Of course, she hadn’t done that. Except for the sleeping bag. Which was where the body was. Beneath the bag. As she’d just said . . .

  




  

    Right, right, right, Hanken thought. She was a real Aunt Edna. This was probably the most excitement she’d had in her life and she was determined to prolong the experience.

  




  

    ‘And when I saw it . . . him . . .’ She blinked as if afraid to cry and recognising, correctly, how little stock Hanken put in women who shed tears. ‘I believe in God, you know, in a greater purpose behind all that happens. But when someone dies in such a way, it tests my faith. It really does.’ She lowered her face to Benbow’s head. The dog squirmed round and licked her nose.

  




  

    Hanken asked her what she needed, if she wanted a WPC to take her home. He told her that there would likely be more questions. She was not to leave the country. If she travelled from Sheffield, she was to let him know where she could be reached. Not that he thought he’d need her again. But there were some parts of his job that he did by rote.

  




  

    The actual murder site was irritatingly remote and inaccessible by any means other than foot, mountain bike, or helicopter. Given these options, Hanken had called in a few favours at Mountain Rescue and had managed to hijack an RAF chopper that was just concluding a search for two lost hikers in the Dark Peak. He used the waiting helicopter now, to ferry himself to Nine Sisters’ Henge.

  




  

    The fog wasn’t heavy – just wet as the dickens – and when they made their approach, he could see the popped lightning of flash bulbs as the police photographer documented the crime scene. To the southeast of the trees, a small crowd milled. Forensic pathologist and forensic biologists, uniformed constables, evidence officers equipped with collection kits, they were waiting for the photographer to finish his work. They were also waiting for Hanken.

  




  

    The DI asked the helicopter’s pilot to hover above the birch copse for a minute prior to landing. From two hundred and fifty feet above the ground – sufficient distance so as not to disturb the evidence – he saw that a campsite had been set up within the perimeter of the old stone circle. A small blue tent domed against the northern face of one stone, and a fire ring burned black like the pupil of an eye in the circle’s centre. On the ground lay a silver emergency blanket and nearby a square sit mat coloured bright yellow. A black and red rucksack spat out its contents, and a small camping cook stove tumbled onto its side. From the air, it didn’t look like the nasty piece of business that it was, Hanken thought. But distance did that to you, giving a false assurance that all was well.

  




  

    The chopper set him down fifty yards to the southeast of the site. He ducked beneath the blades and joined his team on the ground as the police photographer strode out of the copse. He said, ‘Ugly mess.’

  




  

    Hanken said, ‘Right,’ and ‘Wait here,’ to the team. He slapped his hand against the limestone sentry marking the entrance to the copse, and alone he started down the path beneath the trees where the leaves dripped condensation from the fog onto his shoulders.

  




  

    At the entrance to Nine Sisters’ proper, Hanken paused and let his gaze roam where it would. From the ground now, he saw that the tent was a size suitable for one, and that fact was in keeping with the rest of the gear scattered round the circle: one sleeping bag, one rucksack, one emergency blanket, a single sit mat. What he hadn’t seen from the air he saw now. A map case gaped open with its contents half torn. A single ground sheet crumpled against the solitary rucksack. One small hiking boot toppled into the charred remains of the central fire and another lay nearby discarded. White feathers clung wetly to everything.

  




  

    When at last he moved from the entrance, Hanken engaged in his usual preliminary observation of a crime scene: He stood over each noticeable physical item and considered it, with his mind clear of possible explanations. Most officers, he knew, went directly to the body. But it was his belief that the sight of a body – brought to its death through human brutality – was traumatic enough to deaden not only the senses but also the intellect, leaving one incapable of seeing the truth when it lay openly before him. So he went from one object to the next, studying it without disturbing it. And thus he made his initial examination of the tent, the rucksack, the mat, the map case, and the rest of the equipment – from socks to soap – that was tossed round in the inside of the circle. He took the most time over a flannel shirt and the boots. And when he’d seen enough of these objects, he turned to the body.

  




  

    It was one of the more gruesome corpses in his experience, a boy of not more than nineteen or twenty. He was thin, almost skeletal, with delicate wrists, dainty ears, and the wax-like skin of the dead. Although one side of his face was badly burnt, Hanken could still tell that the boy had a finely bridged nose and a well-shaped mouth and an overall appearance of femininity that he seemed to have tried to alter by growing a wispy black goatee. He was drenched with blood from numerous wounds, and beneath the mess he wore only a black T-shirt, with no pullover or jacket of any kind. His jeans had faded from black to grey in spots where the wearing was most apparent: along the seams, the knees, and in the seat. And he wore heavy boots on his overlarge feet, Doc Marten’s by the look of them.

  




  

    Beneath these boots, half-hidden now by the sleeping bag that had been carefully moved to one side by the police photographer in order to document the body, a few sheets of paper lay stained with blood and limp with fog-born condensation. Crouching, Hanken examined these, separating them carefully with the tip of a pencil, which he removed from his pocket. The papers, he saw, were common anonymous letters, crudely written, creatively spelled, and assembled with letters and words cut from newspapers and magazines. Thematically they were all of a piece: They threatened death, although the means that were suggested differed each time.

  




  

    Hanken directed his gaze from these papers to the boy on the ground. He wondered if it was reasonable to conclude that the recipient of them had met the end augured by the messages left at the scene. The deduction would have seemed reasonable had not the interior of the old stone circle told another tale entirely.

  




  

    Hanken strode out of it, along the path beneath the birches.

  




  

    ‘Start a perimeter search,’ he told his team. ‘We’re looking for a second body.’

  




  

    Chapter Three

  




  

    New Scotland Yard’s Barbara Havers took the lift up to the twelfth floor of Tower Block. This housed the extensive library of the Metropolitan Police, and, among the scores of reference books and police reports, she knew that she would be safe. She very much needed safety at the moment. She also needed privacy and time to recover.

  




  

    In addition to more volumes than anyone had time to count – much less look at – the library offered the finest view of London in the entire building. This view spread to the east, encompassing everything from the neo-Gothic spires of the Houses of Parliament to the south bank of the River Thames. It spread to the north, where the dome of St Paul’s dominated the City skyline. And on a day like this one, when the bright hot sunlight of summer was finally altering to the subtle glow of autumn, the sheer scope of the view became secondary to the beauty of everything touched by that light.

  




  

    Here on the twelfth floor, Barbara thought that if she concentrated on identifying as many of the buildings below her as she could, she might be able to calm herself and forget the humiliation through which she’d just lived.

  




  

    After three months’ suspension from work, she’d finally received a cryptic phone call at half past seven that Thursday morning. It was an order thinly disguised as a request. Would Detective Sergeant Barbara Havers join Assistant Commissioner Sir David Hillier in his office at ten a.m.? The voice was scrupulously polite and even more scrupulously careful to betray no knowledge of what lay behind the invitation.

  




  

    Barbara, however, had little doubt about the purpose of the meeting. She’d been the object of an enquiry by the Police Complaints Authority for the last twelve weeks, and once the Crown Prosecution Service had declined to instigate legal proceedings against her, the machinery of the Metropolitan Police’s internal affairs division had begun to grind. Witnesses to her behaviour had been called. Statements from those witnesses had been taken. Evidence – a high-powered motor boat, one MP5 carbine and a Glock semiautomatic pistol – had been examined and evaluated. And Barbara’s fate had long been due to be revealed.

  




  

    So when the phone call had finally come, interrupting her increasingly fitful sleep, she should have been prepared. After all, she had known all summer that two aspects of her behaviour as an officer were under scrutiny. Facing criminal charges of assault and attempted murder, facing disciplinary charges that ran the gamut from abuse of authority to failure to obey an order, she should have begun the process of putting her professional life in order prior to what anyone with a teaspoonful of sense would have called its ineluctable demise. But police work had been Barbara’s life for a decade and a half, and she couldn’t imagine her world without it. So she had spent her suspension telling herself that every day that passed without her being sacked made it more likely that she would emerge from the investigation unscathed. That hadn’t been the case, of course, and a more realistic officer would have known what to expect when she walked into the Assistant Commissioner’s office.

  




  

    She’d dressed with care, eschewing her usual drawstring trousers for a skirt and jacket. She was hopeless with clothes, so the colour didn’t suit her, and the faux pearl necklace was a ludicrous touch that merely emphasised the thickness of her neck. Her shoes, at least, were polished. But getting out of her old Mini in the Yard’s underground car park, she’d scraped her calf on a rough edge of door metal and a ladder in her tights had been the result.

  




  

    Not that perfect tights, a decent piece of jewellery, and a suit of a hue more flattering to her complexion would have altered the inevitable. Because as soon as she’d entered AC Hillier’s office, with its four windows indicating the Olympian heights to which he’d risen, she’d seen the writing on the wall.

  




  

    Still, she hadn’t expected the castigation to be so vituperative. AC Hillier was a pig – always had been and always would be – but Barbara had never before been on the receiving end of his brand of discipline. He’d seemed to feel that a vigorous upbraiding wasn’t sufficient to relay his displeasure with her comportment. Nor was sufficient a blistering letter that utilised such terms as ‘disgracing the reputation of the entire Metropolitan Police’ and ‘bringing the service of thousands of officers into disrepute’ and ‘a disgraceful brand of insubordination unlike anything in the history of the force’, which would be placed in her permanent file and left there through the years for every officer with suzerainty over Barbara to see. AC Hillier had also felt the need to interject his personal commentary on the activities that had brought about her suspension. And knowing that, without witnesses, he could be as free as he wanted to reprimand Barbara in whatever language he chose, Hillier had included in that commentary the sort of risky invective and innuendo that another subordinate officer – with less at stake – might well have taken as crossing over the line that separated the professional from the personal. But the assistant commissioner was nobody’s fool. He was perfectly aware that, thankful her punishment did not include being sacked, Barbara would adopt the wise course of action and take whatever he chose to dish out to her.

  




  

    But she didn’t have to like hearing herself referred to as a ‘bloody stupid slag’ and a ‘sodding minge bag’. And she didn’t have to pretend that she was unaffected by having her physical appearance, her sexual proclivities, and her potential as a woman brought into Hillier’s ugly monologue.

  




  

    So she was shaken. And as she stood by the window in the library and observed the buildings that rose between New Scotland Yard and Westminster Abbey, she tried to control the trembling of her hands. She also tried to eliminate the waves of nausea that kept causing her breath to come in great gulps, as if she were drowning.

  




  

    A cigarette would have helped, but in coming to the library where she wouldn’t be found, she’d also come to one of the many locations in New Scotland Yard where smoking was prohibited. And while at one time she would have lit up anyway and damned the consequences, she wouldn’t do that now.

  




  

    ‘Once more out of order and you’re finished,’ Hillier had shouted in conclusion, his florid face grown as maroon as the tie that he wore with his bespoke suit.

  




  

    That she hadn’t been finished already – considering the level of Hillier’s animosity – was a mystery to Barbara. Throughout his speech, she’d prepared herself for her inevitable sacking, but it hadn’t materialised. She’d been dressed down, slagged off, and vilified. But the peroration of Hillier’s remarks hadn’t included her termination. That Hillier wanted to sack her as much as he wanted to abuse her was clear as could be. That he didn’t do so told her that someone of influence had taken her part.

  




  

    Barbara wanted to be grateful. Indeed, she knew she ought to be grateful. But at the moment all that she could feel was a monumental sense of betrayal that her superior officers, the disciplinary tribunal, and the Police Complaints Authority hadn’t seen things her way. When the facts are in, she’d thought, everyone would see that she’d had no choice but to take up the nearest weapon to hand and fire it in order to save a life. But that wasn’t the way her actions had been viewed by those in power. Except for someone. And she had a fairly good idea who that someone was.

  




  

    Detective Inspector Thomas Lynley had been on his honeymoon during the birth of Barbara’s troubles. Her longtime partner, he’d come home with his bride from ten days in Corfu to find Barbara on suspension and an investigation being mounted into her conduct. Understandably confounded, he’d driven across town that same night, seeking an explanation from Barbara herself. While their initial conversation hadn’t gone as smoothly as she would have wished, Barbara had known at heart that, at the end of the day, DI Lynley would never stand by and let an injustice be done if there was any way that he could prevent it.

  




  

    He’d be waiting in his office now to hear about her meeting with Hillier. As soon as she recovered from that meeting, she’d go to see him.

  




  

    Someone came into the quiet library. A woman said, ‘I’m telling you he was born in Glasgow, Bob. I remember the case because I was at the comprehensive and we were doing reports on current events.’

  




  

    Bob replied, ‘You’re daft. He was born in Edinburgh.’

  




  

    The woman said, ‘Glasgow. I’ll prove it.’

  




  

    Proving it meant having a browse through the library. Proving it meant that Barbara’s solitude was at an end.

  




  

    She left the library and descended by the stairs, buying more time to recover and to come up with the words to thank Inspector Lynley for interceding. She couldn’t imagine how he’d done it. He and Hillier were at each other’s throats most of the time, so he must have asked a favour of someone above Hiller’s head. She knew that doing so would have cost him dearly in professional pride. A man like Lynley wasn’t used to going cap in hand, to anyone. Going cap in hand to those who openly begrudged him his aristocratic birth would have been especially trying.

  




  

    She found him in his office in Victoria Block. He was on the phone with his back to the door, his chair swung round to face the window. He was saying lightly, ‘Darling, if Aunt Augusta’s declared that a visit’s in order, I don’t know how we can actually avoid it. It’s rather like trying to stop a typhoon . . . Hmm, yes. But we should be able to keep her from rearranging the furniture if Mother’s agreed to come with her, shouldn’t we?’ He listened, then laughed at something his wife said on the other end of the line. ‘Yes. All right. We’ll announce the wardrobes off-limits in advance . . . Thank you, Helen . . . Yes. She does mean well.’ He rang off and swivelled his chair to face his desk. He saw Barbara in the doorway.

  




  

    ‘Havers,’ he said, surprise in his tone. ‘Hullo. What’re you doing here this morning?’

  




  

    She entered, saying, ‘I had the word from Hillier.’

  




  

    ‘And?’

  




  

    ‘A letter in my file and quarter of an hour’s speech that I’d like to forget. Cast your thoughts to Hillier’s propensity for seizing the moment and throttling it and you’ll have a good idea of how things played out. He’s a flamer, our Dave.’

  




  

    ‘I’m sorry,’ Lynley said. ‘But that was all? A lecture and a letter in your file?’

  




  

    ‘Not all. I’ve been demoted to detective constable.’

  




  

    ‘Ah.’ Lynley reached for a magnetic container of paper clips sitting on his desk. Restlessly, his fingers explored the tops of the clips while he apparently gathered his thoughts. He said, ‘It could have been worse. Far worse, Barbara. It could have cost you everything.’

  




  

    ‘Right. Yes. I know.’ Barbara tried to sound expansive. ‘Well, Hillier had his fun. No doubt he’ll replay his speech for the big boys at lunch with the commissioner. I thought about telling him to screw himself about half way through, but I held my tongue. You would’ve been proud of me.’

  




  

    At this, Lynley moved his chair away from the desk and stood at the window, looking out at its indifferent view of Tower Block. Barbara saw a muscle move in his jaw. She was about to venture into the arena of gratitude – his uncharacteristic reserve suggested the price he’d paid interceding on her behalf – when he finally spoke, introducing the topic himself by saying, ‘Barbara, I’m wondering if you know what had to be gone through to keep you from getting the sack. The meetings, the phone calls, the agreements, the compromises.’

  




  

    ‘I reckoned as much. Which is why I wanted to say—’

  




  

    ‘And all of it to keep you from getting what half Scotland Yard think you richly deserve.’

  




  

    Barbara shifted uncomfortably on her feet. ‘Sir, I know you put yourself out for me. I know I would have been given the sack if you hadn’t interceded. And I just wanted to tell you how grateful I am that you recognised my actions for what they were. I wanted to tell you that you won’t have any reason to regret taking my part. I won’t give you a reason. Or anyone else, for that matter. I won’t give anyone a reason.’

  




  

    ‘I wasn’t the one,’ Lynley said, turning back to her.

  




  

    Barbara looked at him blankly. ‘You . . . ? What?’

  




  

    ‘I didn’t take your part, Barbara.’ To his credit after making the admission, he kept his eyes on hers. She would think of that later and grudgingly admire it. Those brown eyes of his – so kind and so at odds with his head of blond hair – settled on hers and just stayed there, openly.

  




  

    Barbara frowned, trying to assimilate what he’d said. ‘But you . . . you know all the facts. I told you the story. You read the report. I thought . . . You said just now the meetings and the phone calls—’

  




  

    ‘They weren’t mine,’ he cut in. ‘In conscience, I can’t let you think that they were.’

  




  

    So she’d been incorrect. She’d jumped to a conclusion. She’d presumed their years of partnership meant that Lynley would automatically take her part. She said, ‘Are you with them, then?’

  




  

    ‘Them? Who?’

  




  

    ‘The half of the Yard that thinks I got what I deserve. I only ask because I s’pose we ought to know where we stand with each other. I mean if we’re going to work—’ Her words were starting to tumble together, and she forced herself to slow down, to be deliberate. ‘So are you? With them? That half? Sir?’

  




  

    Lynley went back to his desk and sat. He regarded her. She could easily read the regret on his face. She just couldn’t tell where it was directed. And that frightened her. Because he was her partner. He was her partner. She said again, ‘Sir?’

  




  

    He said, ‘I don’t know if I’m with them.’

  




  

    She felt deflated, Just a shrivelled bit of her skin remained, lying there on the office floor.

  




  

    Lynley must have read this because he continued, his voice not unkind. ‘I’ve looked at the situation from every angle. All summer long, I’ve examined it, Barbara.’

  




  

    ‘That’s not part of your job,’ she told him numbly. ‘You investigate murders, not . . . not what I did.’

  




  

    ‘I know that. But I wanted to understand. I still want to understand. I thought if I went at it on my own, I could see how it happened, through your eyes.’

  




  

    ‘But you couldn’t manage that.’ Barbara tried to keep the desolation from her voice. ‘You couldn’t see that a life was at stake. You couldn’t get your mind round the fact that I wasn’t able to let an eight year old drown.’

  




  

    ‘That’s not the case,’ Lynley told her. ‘I understood that much and I understand it now. What I couldn’t get round was that you were out of your jurisdiction, and, given an order to—’

  




  

    ‘So was she,’ Barbara broke in. ‘So was everyone. The Essex police don’t patrol the North Sea. And that’s where it happened. You know that. On the sea.’

  




  

    ‘I do know that. All of it. Believe me, I know. How you were chasing a suspect, how that suspect dropped a child from his boat, what you were ordered to do when he took that action, and how you reacted when you heard the order.’

  




  

    ‘I couldn’t just toss her a life belt, Inspector. It wouldn’t have reached her. She would have drowned.’

  




  

    ‘Barbara, please hear me out. It wasn’t your place – or your responsibility – to make decisions or reach conclusions. That’s why we have a chain of command. Arguing about the order you’d been given would have been bad enough. But once you fired a weapon at a superior officer—’

  




  

    ‘I expect you’re afraid I’ll do that to you next, given half a chance,’ she said bitterly.

  




  

    Lynley let the words hang there between them. In the silence, Barbara found herself wanting to reach into the air and unspeak them, so untrue did she know them to be. ‘Sorry,’ she said, feeling that the huskiness in her voice was a worse betrayal than any action she herself had taken towards anyone else.

  




  

    ‘I know,’ he said. ‘I do know you’re sorry. I’m sorry as well.’

  




  

    ‘Detective Inspector Lynley?’

  




  

    The quiet interruption came from the door. Lynley and Barbara swung to the voice. Dorothea Harriman, secretary to their divisional superintendent, stood there: well-coifed with a helmet of honey blonde hair, well-dressed in a pin-striped suit that would have done service in a fashion advert. Barbara all at once felt what she always was in the presence of Dorothea Harriman, a sartorial nightmare.

  




  

    ‘What is it, Dee?’ Lynley asked the younger woman.

  




  

    ‘Superintendent Webberly,’ Harriman replied. ‘He’s asked for you. As soon as you can make it. He’s had a call from Crime Operations. Something’s come up.’ And with a glance and a nod at Barbara, she was gone.

  




  

    Barbara waited. She found that her pulse had begun throbbing painfully. The request from Webberly couldn’t have come at a worse time.

  




  

    Something’s come up was Harriman shorthand for the fact that the game was afoot. And in the past that summons from Webberly had generally preceded an invitation from the inspector to accompany him in his discovery of what the game was.

  




  

    Barbara said nothing. She just watched Lynley and waited. She knew very well that the next few moments would constitute the stand he took on their partnership.

  




  

    Outside his office, business went on as usual. Voices echoed in the lino-floored corridor. Telephones rang in departments. Meetings began. But here, inside, it seemed to Barbara as if she and Lynley had taken themselves into another dimension altogether, one into which much more than merely her professional future was tied.

  




  

    He finally got to his feet. He said, ‘I’ll need to see what Webberly has going.’

  




  

    She said, ‘Shall I . . . ?’ despite his use of the singular pronoun that had already said it all. But she found that she couldn’t complete the question because she couldn’t face the answer at the moment. So she asked another. ‘What would you like me to do, sir?’

  




  

    He thought about it, looking away from her at last, seeming to study the picture that hung by the door: a laughing young man with a cricket bat in his hand and a long rip in his grass-stained trousers. Barbara knew why Lynley kept the photo in his office: It served as a daily reminder of the man in the photo and what Lynley had done to him on a long ago drunken night in a car. Most people put what was unpleasant out of their minds. But DI Thomas Lynley didn’t happen to be most people.

  




  

    He said, ‘I think it’s best that you lie low for a while, Barbara. Let the dust settle. Let people get past this. Let them forget.’

  




  

    But you won’t be able to, will you, she asked silently. What she said, however, was a bleak, ‘Yes, sir.’

  




  

    ‘I know that isn’t easy for you,’ he said, and his voice was so gentle that she wanted to howl. ‘But I haven’t got any other answer to give you at the moment. I only wish that I had.’

  




  

    And again, the few words she could manage were, ‘Sir. I see. Yes sir.’

  




  

    ‘Demotion to detective constable,’ Lynley said to Superintendent Malcolm Webberly when he joined him. ‘That’s thanks to you, isn’t it, sir?’

  




  

    Webberly was ensconced behind his desk, smoking a cigar. Mercifully, he’d kept the door to his office closed to spare the other officers, the secretaries, and the clerks from the fumes emanating from the noxious tube of tobacco. This consideration, however, did little to deliver anyone who had to enter from experiencing and breathing the fug of smoke. Lynley tried to inhale as little as possible. Webberly used his lips and tongue to move the cigar from one side of his mouth to the other. It was the only response he gave.

  




  

    ‘Can you tell me why?’ Lynley asked. ‘You’ve gone out on a limb for officers before. No one knows that better than I. But why in this case, when it seems so cut and dried? And what’re you going to have to pay for having saved her?’

  




  

    ‘We all have favours,’ the superintendent said. ‘I called a few in. Havers was in the wrong, but her heart was in the right.’

  




  

    Lynley frowned. He’d been trying to work himself round to this same conclusion from the moment he’d learned about Barbara Havers’ disgrace, but he hadn’t been able to manage the feat. Every time he came close, the facts reared up at him, demanding acknowledgment. And he’d gathered a number of those facts himself, driving out to Essex to talk to the principal officer involved. Having talked to her, he couldn’t understand how – let alone why – Webberly was able to condone Barbara Havers’ decision to fire a rifle at DCI Emily Barlow. Disregarding his own friendship with Havers, even disregarding the very basic issue of chain of command, weren’t they responsible for asking what sort of professional mayhem they were encouraging if they failed to punish a member of the force who’d taken part in such an egregious action? ‘But to shoot at an officer . . . Even to pick up a rifle in the first place when she had no authority . . .’

  




  

    Webberly sighed. ‘These things just aren’t black and white, Tommy. I wish they were, but they never are. The child involved—’

  




  

    ‘The DCI ordered a life belt thrown to her.’

  




  

    ‘Right. But there was doubt as to whether the girl could swim. And beyond that . . .’ Webberly removed the cigar from his mouth and examined its tip as he said, ‘She’s someone’s only child. Evidently, Havers knew it.’

  




  

    And Lynley knew what that fact meant to his superintendent. Webberly himself had a single light in his life: his one daughter Miranda. He said, ‘Barbara owes you on this one, sir.’

  




  

    ‘I’ll see that she pays.’ Webberly nodded at a yellow pad that lay before him on the desk. Lynley glanced at it to see the superintendent’s scribbling rendered in black felt-tip pen. Webberly said, ‘Andrew Maiden. D’you remember him?’

  




  

    At the question – the name – Lynley sat in a chair near Webberly’s desk and said, ‘Andy? Of course. I’d not be likely to forget him.’

  




  

    ‘I thought not.’

  




  

    ‘One operation in SO10 and I made a hash of it. What a nightmare that was.’

  




  

    SO10 was the Crime Operations Group, the most secret and secretive collection of officers in the Met. They were responsible for hostage negotiation, witness and jury protection, the organisation of informants, and undercover operations. Lynley had once aimed to work among them in the latter group. But at twenty-six years old, he hadn’t possessed either the sangfroid or the performance ability to adopt a persona other than his own. ‘Months of preparation went straight down the drain,’ he recalled. ‘I expected Andy to string me up.’

  




  

    Andy Maiden hadn’t done so, however. That wasn’t his style. The SO10 officer was a man who knew how to cut his losses and that’s what he’d done, not assigning blame where it was owed but instead matching his moves to the moment’s need: He quickly withdrew his officers from the undercover operation and waited for another opportunity to introduce them, months later, when he could join them and assure that no outrageous faux pas such as Lynley’s could undermine their efforts again.

  




  

    He’d been called Domino – Andy Maiden – so adept had he been at assuming the character of everyone from hit men to American backers of the IRA. His primary field had ultimately become drug operations, but before he arrived there, he made his mark in murder for hire and organised crime as well.

  




  

    ‘I used to run into him from time to time on the fourth floor,’ Lynley told Webberly. ‘But I lost track of him once he left the Met. That was . . . when? Ten years ago?’

  




  

    ‘Just over nine.’

  




  

    Maiden, Webberly said, had taken early retirement and moved his family to Derbyshire. In the Peaks, he’d poured his life savings and his energy into the renovation of an old hunting lodge. It was a country hotel now, called Maiden Hall. Quite the spot for walkers, holiday-makers, mountain bikers, or anyone looking for an evening out and a decent meal.

  




  

    Webberly referred to his yellow pad. ‘Andy Maiden brought more louts to justice than anyone else in SO10, Tommy.’

  




  

    ‘It doesn’t surprise me to hear that, sir.’

  




  

    ‘Yes. Well. He’s asking for our help, and we owe him.’

  




  

    ‘What’s happened?’

  




  

    ‘His daughter was murdered in the Peaks. Twenty-five years old and some bastard left her in the middle of nowhere in a place called Calder Moor.’

  




  

    ‘Christ. That’s rough. I’m sorry to hear it.’

  




  

    ‘There was a second body as well – a boy’s – and no one knows who the devil he is. No i.d. on him. The girl – Nicola – had gone out hiking and camping and she was geared up for the works: rain, fog, sun, or anything else. But the boy at the site hadn’t got any gear at all.’

  




  

    ‘Do we know how they died?’

  




  

    ‘No word on that.’ And when Lynley raised an eyebrow in surprise, Webberly said, ‘This is coming our way via SO10. Name the time those bastards made fast and loose with their information.’

  




  

    Lynley couldn’t do so. Webberly went on.

  




  

    ‘What I know is this: Buxton CID’s got the case, but Andy’s asking for more and we’re giving it to him. He’s asked for you, in particular.’

  




  

    ‘Me?’

  




  

    ‘That’s right. You may have lost track of him over the years, but it seems he hasn’t lost track of you.’ Webberly plugged his cigar into his mouth, clamping it into the corner and referring to his notes. ‘A Home Office pathologist is on his way up there for a formal by-the-books with scalpel and recorder. He’s set to do the autopsy sometime today. You’ll be on the patch of a bloke called Peter Hanken. He’s been told that Andy’s one of us, but that’s all he knows.’ He removed the cigar from his mouth again and looked at it instead of Lynley as he concluded, ‘Tommy, I’ll make no pretence about this. It could turn dicey. The fact that Maiden’s asked for you by name . . .’ Webberly hesitated before finishing with, ‘Just keep your eyes open and move with caution.’

  




  

    Lynley nodded. The situation was irregular. He couldn’t remember another time when a relative of the victim of a crime had been allowed to name the officer who would investigate it. That Andy Maiden had been allowed to do so suggested spheres of influence that could easily encroach upon Lynley’s efforts to manage a smooth investigation.

  




  

    He couldn’t handle the case alone, and Lynley knew that Webberly wouldn’t expect him to do so. But he had a fairly good idea of what officer the superintendent, given half the chance, would assign as his partner. He spoke to circumvent that assignment. She wasn’t ready yet. Neither – if it came down to it – was he.

  




  

    ‘I’d like to see who’s on duty to take with me,’ he told Webberly. ‘Since Andy’s a former SO10 officer, we’re going to want someone with a fair amount of finesse.’

  




  

    The superintendent regarded him directly. Fifteen long seconds ticked by before he spoke. ‘You know best who you can work with, Tommy,’ he finally said.

  




  

    ‘Thank you, sir,’ Lynley said. ‘I do.’

  




  

    Barbara Havers made her way to the fourth floor canteen, where she bought a bowl of vegetable soup which she took to a table and tried to eat while all the time imagining that the word pariah hung from her shoulders on a sandwich board. She ate alone. Every nod of recognition she received from other officers seemed imbued with a silent message of contempt. And while she tried to bolster herself with an interior monologue informing her shrinking ego that no one could possibly yet know of her demotion, her disgrace, and the dissolution of her partnership, every conversation going on round her – particularly those flavoured by light-hearted laughter – was a conversation mocking her.

  




  

    She gave up on the soup. She gave up on the Yard. She signed herself out – ‘going home ill’ would doubtless be welcomed by those who clearly saw her as a form of contagion anyway – and made her way to her Mini. One half of her was ascribing her actions to a mixture of paranoia and stupidity. The other half was trapped in an endless repetition of her final encounter with Lynley, playing the game of what-I-could-have-would-have-and-should-have-said after learning the outcome of his meeting with Webberly.

  




  

    In this frame of mind, she found herself driving along Millbank before she knew what she was doing, not heading for home at all. Her body on automatic pilot, she came up to Grosvenor Road and the Battersea Power Station with her brain engaged in a mental castigation of DI Lynley. How easy it had been for him to cut her loose, she thought bitterly. And what an idiot she had been, believing for weeks that he was on her side.

  




  

    Obviously, it hadn’t been enough for Lynley that she’d been demoted, upbraided, and humiliated by a man whom both of them had loathed for years. It seemed now that he’d also needed an opportunity to do some disciplining of his own. As far as she was concerned, he was wrong wrong wrong taking the direction he’d chosen. And she needed an ally straightaway who would agree with her point of view.

  




  

    Spinning along the River Thames in the light midday traffic, she had a fairly good idea where to find just such a confederate. He lived in Chelsea, little more than a mile from where she was driving.

  




  

    Simon St James was Lynley’s oldest friend, his schoolmate from Eton. A forensic scientist and an expert witness, he was regularly called upon by defence lawyers as well as Crown Prosecutors to bolster one side or the other of a criminal case that was relying on evidence rather than eyewitnesses to win a conviction. Unlike Lynley, he was a reasonable man. He had the ability to stand back and observe, disinterested and dispassionate, without becoming personally embroiled in whatever situation was roiling round him. He was exactly the person she needed to talk to. He’d see Lynley’s actions for what they were.

  




  

    What Barbara didn’t consider in the midst of her turbulent mental gymnastics was that St James might not be alone in his house in Chelsea’s Cheyne Row. However, the fact that his wife was also at home – working in the dark room that adjoined his own top floor laboratory – didn’t make the situation nearly as delicate as did the presence of St James’s regular assistant. And Barbara didn’t know that St James’s regular assistant was there until she was climbing the stairs behind Joseph Cotter: father-in-law, housekeeper, cook, and general factotum to the scientist himself.

  




  

    Cotter said, ‘All three of them’s at work, but it’s time to break for lunch and Lady Helen, for one, ’ll be glad of the diversion. Likes her meals regular, always ’as done. No change there, married or not.’

  




  

    Barbara hesitated on the second floor landing, saying, ‘Helen’s here?’

  




  

    ‘She is.’ Cotter added with a smile, ‘’S nice to know some things’s the same as ever, isn’t it?’

  




  

    ‘Damn,’ Barbara muttered under her breath.

  




  

    For Helen was the Countess of Asherton, titled in her own right, but also the wife of Thomas Lynley who – although he made no bones about preferring it otherwise – was the other half of the Asherton equation: the official, belted, velvet-and-ermine-clad Earl. Barbara could hardly expect St James and his wife to join her in a round of denigration doo-dah with the wife of the object of denigration in the room. She realised that retreat was in order.

  




  

    She was about to beat a hasty one when Helen came onto the top floor landing, laughing over her shoulder into the lab as she said, ‘All right, all right. I’ll fetch a new roll. But if you’d claw your way into the current decade and replace that machine with something more up to date, we wouldn’t be out of fax paper at all. You’d think you’d notice these things occasionally, Simon.’ She turned away from the door, began to come down the stairs, and spied Barbara on the landing below her. Her face lit up. It was a lovely face, not beautiful in any conventional sense, but tranquil and radiant, framed by a smooth fall of chestnut hair.

  




  

    ‘My Lord, what a wonderful surprise! Simon. Deborah. Here’s a visitor for us, so you’ll absolutely have to break for lunch now. How are you, Barbara? Why haven’t you called round in all these weeks?’

  




  

    There was nothing for it but to join her. Barbara nodded her thanks to Cotter, who called up, ‘I’ll lay another place at the table, then,’ in the general direction of the lab and headed back down the way they’d come. Barbara climbed upwards and took Helen’s extended hand. The handshake turned into a swift kiss on the cheek, a welcome so warm that Barbara knew Lynley hadn’t yet contacted his wife about what had occurred at Scotland Yard that day.

  




  

    Helen said, ‘This is brilliant timing. You’ve just saved me from a slog down the King’s Road in search of fax paper. I’m famished, but you know Simon. Why stop for anything as incidental as a meal when one has the opportunity to slave for a few more hours? Simon, detach yourself from the microscope, please. Here’s someone more interesting than fingernail scrapings.’

  




  

    Barbara followed Helen into the lab where St James regularly evaluated evidence, prepared reports as well as professional papers, and organised materials for his recently acquired position as a lecturer at the Royal College of Science. Today he appeared to be in expert witness mode because he was perched on a stool at one of the work tables, and he was assembling slides from the contents of an envelope that he’d unsealed. The aforementioned fingernail scrapings, Barbara thought.

  




  

    St James was a largely unattractive man, no longer the laughing cricket player but disabled now and hampered by a leg brace that made his movements awkward. His best features were his hair, which he always wore overlong with complete disregard for whatever current fashion dictated, and his eyes, which changed from grey to blue depending on his clothing, which was itself nondescript. He looked up from the microscope as Barbara entered the lab. His smile humanised a lined and angular face.

  




  

    ‘Barbara. Hullo.’ He eased himself off the stool and came across the room to greet her, calling out to his wife that Havers had joined them. At the far end of the room, a door swung open. In cut off blue jeans and a olive T-shirt, St James’s wife stood beneath a line of photographic enlargements that hung from a cord running the length of the darkroom and dripped water onto the rubber-matted floor.

  




  

    Deborah looked quite well, Barbara noted. Renewing her commitment to her art – instead of brooding and mourning the string of miscarriages that had plagued her marriage – obviously agreed with her. It was nice to think of something going well for someone.

  




  

    Barbara said, ‘Hullo. I was in the area and . . .’ She glanced at her wrist to see that she’d forgotten her watch at home that morning, in her haste to get to the Yard for her meeting with Hillier. She dropped her arm. ‘Actually, I didn’t think about what time it was. Lunch and everything. Sorry.’

  




  

    ‘We were about to stop,’ St James told her. ‘You can join us for a meal.’

  




  

    Helen laughed. ‘“About to stop?” What outrageous casuistry. I’ve been begging for food these last ninety minutes and you wouldn’t consider it.’

  




  

    Deborah looked at her blankly. ‘What time is it, Helen?’

  




  

    ‘You’re as bad as Simon,’ was Helen’s dry reply.

  




  

    ‘You’ll join us?’ St James asked Barbara.

  




  

    ‘I just had something,’ she said. ‘At the Yard.’

  




  

    All three of the others knew what that last phrase meant. Barbara could see the underlying connotation register on their faces. It was Deborah who said, ‘Then you’ve finally had word,’ as she poured chemicals from their trays into large plastic bottles that she took from a shelf beneath her photographic enlarger. ‘That’s why you’ve come, isn’t it? What happened? No. Don’t explain yet. Something tells me you could do with a drink. Why don’t the three of you go downstairs? Give me ten minutes to clean up here and I’ll join you.’

  




  

    Downstairs meant Simon’s study, and that’s where St James took Barbara and Helen, with Barbara wishing that Helen and not Deborah had been the one to stay above and continue working. She thought about denying that her visit to Chelsea had anything to do with the Yard, but she realised that her tone of voice had probably given her away. There was certainly nothing buoyant about it.

  




  

    An old drinks trolley stood beneath the window that overlooked Cheyne Row and St James poured them each a sherry as Barbara made much of inspecting the wall on which Deborah always hung a changing display of her photographs. Today these were more of the suite she’d been working on for the last nine months: oversize enlargements of Polaroid portraits taken in locations like Covent Garden, Lincoln’s Inn Fields, St Botolph’s Church, and Spitalfields Market.

  




  

    ‘Is Deborah going to show them?’ Barbara asked, gripping the sherry she’d been given and stalling for time. She nodded towards the pictures.

  




  

    ‘In December.’ St James handed Helen her sherry. She slid out of her shoes and sat in one of the two leather chairs by the fireplace, drawing her slender legs underneath her. She was, Barbara noted, watching her steadily. Helen read people the way other people read books. ‘So what’s happened?’ St James was saying as Barbara wandered from the photo wall to the window and looked out at the narrow street. There was nothing to hold her attention there: just a tree, a row of parked cars, and a line of houses, two of which were currently fronted by scaffolding. Barbara wished she’d gone into that line of work. Considering how frequently it was employed in everything from gentrification projects to washing windows, erecting scaffolding as a career would have kept her busy, out of trouble, and extremely well-oiled with lolly.

  




  

    ‘Barbara?’ St James said. ‘Have you heard something from the Yard this morning?’

  




  

    She turned from the window. ‘A letter in my file and demotion,’ she replied.

  




  

    St James grimaced. ‘Are you back on the street, then?’

  




  

    Which had happened to her once before in what felt like another lifetime. She said, ‘Not quite,’ and went on to explain, leaving out the nastier details of her meeting with Hillier and mentioning Lynley not at all.

  




  

    Helen did it for her. ‘Does Tommy know? Have you seen him yet, Barbara?’
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