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About the Book


London, 1899: Head of Special Branch Commander Thomas Pitt is summoned to Buckingham Palace.
 

In the twilight of her years, Queen Victoria is all too aware that the Prince of Wales will soon inherit her empire and must be beyond reproach. She tells Pitt she tasked her close friend and confidante, John Halberd, with investigating the Prince’s friends, specifically Alan Kendrick, a wealthy playboy and betting man, but before he could report back, Halberd was found dead in a rowing boat on the Serpentine. 


The death has been ruled an unfortunate accident and the investigation closed, but the Queen is not convinced that all is as it seems and tasks Pitt with finding the truth. 


Forced to act alone in this most sensitive of investigations, Pitt finds himself embroiled in a plot that threatens not only the reputations of men, but also the safety and reputation of the Empire …
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Chapter One


The man stood in front of Thomas Pitt in the untidy office, papers all over the desk from half a dozen cases Pitt was working on. There was no discernible order to them, except to him. The visitor’s appearance was immaculate, from his discreet regimental tie to his crested gold cufflinks. Not one silver hair was out of place.


‘Yes, sir,’ he said gravely. ‘Her Majesty would like to see you as soon as possible. She hopes that now would be convenient.’ There was not a flicker of expression in his face. Quite possibly no one had ever refused him. Victoria had been on the throne since 1837, sixty-two years, and he was merely the latest in a long succession of emissaries.


Pitt felt a chill run through him and his throat tightened. ‘Yes, of course it is.’ He managed to keep his voice almost steady. He had met Queen Victoria before, on two occasions, but not since he had become head of Special Branch, that part of Her Majesty’s Government that dealt with threats to the safety of the nation.


‘Thank you.’ Sir Peter Archibald inclined his head very slightly. ‘The carriage is waiting. If you would be kind enough to accompany me, sir …’


There was no time for Pitt to tidy the papers, only to inform Stoker that he had been called away. He did not say to where, or by whom.


‘Yes, sir,’ Stoker said, as if such things happened every day, but his eyes widened slightly. He stood back a little to allow them to pass him, and go through the door into the passage.


Sir Peter led the way down the stairs and into the street where a very well-turned-out Clarence carriage stood waiting half a block away, outside a tobacconist’s shop. There was no crest on the door to proclaim its owner. The coachman nodded in acknowledgement as the two men climbed in, and a moment later they moved into the traffic.


‘A trifle cool for early summer, don’t you think?’ Sir Peter said pleasantly. It was a polite, very English way of letting Pitt know that there would be no discussion of why the Queen wished to speak with him. It was even possible that Sir Peter himself did not know.


‘A little,’ Pitt agreed. ‘But at least it’s not raining.’


Sir Peter murmured his agreement, and they settled to riding in silence the rest of the way from Lisson Grove to Buckingham Palace.


As Pitt expected, they went past the magnificent façade and around the side. Pitt found his stomach knotting and had to make a deliberate effort to unclench his hands. They were in the Palace Mews. Coachmen and grooms were preparing horses and carriages for the royal family’s evening visits, giving animals a final brush, trappings a last check and polish. A groom passed in front of them with a pail of water. He was whistling cheerfully.


It was barely dusk, just a slight fading of the light and a lengthening of the shadows.


The carriage stopped and Sir Peter alighted, with Pitt a step behind him. Still nothing was said, no inkling of the reason for this extraordinary visit. Pitt tried to stop his mind from racing over the possibilities. Why on earth would the Queen send for him in this hurried and so very private manner? His was a government appointment, and there were official channels for just about everything. Too many of them. Sometimes he felt strangled by red tape of one sort or another.


He followed Sir Peter’s stiff, upright figure with his straight back and squared shoulders. The emissary walked with a short perfect military stride, as if he could maintain it for miles.


Once they had gained entry they went in silence up and down stairs, along passages decorated here and there with faded sporting prints, or perhaps these were the originals. As Pitt vaguely recalled being here before, Sir Peter stopped abruptly and knocked on a large panelled door. It was opened immediately and Sir Peter stepped in, spoke to someone just inside, then turned and gestured for Pitt to follow him.


It was a comfortable private withdrawing room, high ceilinged, but not very large, but with windows on to the lovely back garden, curtains not yet drawn against the dusk. The walls were almost entirely covered by portraits, ornately framed. The carpet had once been patterned but was now fading gently with the passage of decades of feet.


Ahead of Pitt, in a chair to one side of the huge fireplace, sat a plump little woman who looked very tired. She was dressed entirely in black, which made her seem faded and very old. She had little left of the vigour he had seen in her only a few short years ago when she had defied the men who had held her hostage at Osborne House. Not that anyone knew of that, except Pitt and a couple of very close friends.


Pitt stood still. He knew better than to move or speak until invited.


He heard the door close with a slight click.


‘Good evening, Mr Pitt,’ the Queen said quietly. ‘I am obliged for your attention with so little notice. I hope I have not drawn you from urgent matters of state?’


It was merely a politeness, a way of beginning the conversation. There was a chair opposite her, but Pitt did not sit in it. One stood in the presence of the monarch, for however long the interview might last. Even when he was Prime Minister, Mr Gladstone had not been granted the liberty of sitting. Only Mr Disraeli had been offered that, because he sometimes made her laugh.


‘Not at all, Your Majesty,’ Pitt replied, lifting his eyes a little but not yet meeting hers. ‘There are no unusual troubles at the moment.’


She let out her breath in a sigh. ‘You choose your words carefully, Mr Pitt. If you had said there were no troubles at all, I should have disbelieved you. I do not wish to be catered to, as if I were unable to grasp difficulties, or too old or too tired to face them.’


There was a tone in her voice now that demanded he meet her gaze. Was he expected to answer her? From the silence, apparently so. What could he say? He could neither agree nor argue with her.


‘It was not so long ago, ma’am, that I recall you facing armed men who held you captive, and defying them with some vigour. Time and griefs touch all of us but they have never broken your spirit.’


She nodded her head very slightly, and there was a ghost of a smile on her face. ‘Your new position has taught you a little polish, Mr Pitt. Probably a good thing. I hope it has not made you evasive.’ It was more a challenge than a question. She did not wait long enough for him to reply. ‘I do not have time for polite euphemisms, going around in circles until nobody knows what anyone else is talking about.’


‘Yes, ma’am.’ He inclined his head very slightly. The burden of some deep fear was playing in the weary lines of her face. She was a very small woman, overweight now, but a foot shorter than he, and the years of constant duty, and the loneliness since Albert’s death were written indelibly in her skin, the slightly beaky nose, the thinning hair scraped back off the bones of her brow.


She sat silently. Was she wondering whether he was the man she wished to trust, or merely gathering her thoughts for something that was more difficult to tell him than she had anticipated? With anyone else he would have asked, but with her it would be presumptuous.


She took a deep breath and her attention, which looked to have been wandering, returned to the present.


‘You may be seated, Mr Pitt. I have much to tell you, and I do not care to look up at you. It makes my neck ache.’


‘Yes, ma’am.’ He nearly thanked her, then realised that that too would be inappropriate. He sat down on the hard-backed chair opposite her, his back straight, both feet on the floor.


She smiled very briefly, only a ghost of amusement, as if some memory had stirred, and then vanished before she could capture it. Her eyes studied his face as she spoke.


‘The Prince of Wales has recently acquired a new adviser in certain matters, mostly to do with horses, I think, but the man seems to be everywhere, and involved in all sorts of other affairs.’ Her eyes sharpened, as if she had seen some surprise in Pitt’s face. ‘Of course he has to have friends – we all do –’ she said a trifle quickly, ‘but Edward will be king one day, quite … soon. He cannot afford to choose haphazardly.’ She stared at Pitt. She was not waiting for a response, she did not require his opinion, but she wished to see if he were paying attention.


Did she want to hear more about this friend, and from Special Branch? All his life the Prince had loved horses, and horse racing. It was to be expected that he would seek friends among those who shared his passion.


Satisfied that he was listening to her, the Queen continued, ‘I am concerned that Alan Kendrick is not an entirely satisfactory influence. He is a …’ she searched for the right word, ‘… a forceful character,’ she finished. ‘And I do not care for his wife, either. A woman who does not know her place. Sharp-tongued, occasionally of unseemly behaviour. Or perhaps I am simply old-fashioned …’ She looked away from him for a moment, and he realised that memory had intruded on her with painful clarity, perhaps of the happy years of her marriage. She had been an opinionated woman herself but she had been queen. Since she was eighteen, awoken in the night to be informed that the old King was dead and she was his heir.


She brought her attention back to Pitt, blinking rapidly and staring at him again.


‘I wish to allay my concerns,’ she said tartly. ‘I have few people I can trust with such delicate matters, and I was prepared to be told that my anxiety was unfounded. I considered whom I might ask to look into Mr Kendrick for me, with the utmost discretion, you understand?’ It was a question. She required an answer.


‘Yes, ma’am,’ Pitt said quickly, his heart sinking. This was not a matter for Special Branch. Was there a way he could tell her so without giving offence? Did one ever refuse the Queen? He was trapped.


‘You appear uncomfortable, Mr Pitt,’ she accused.


He felt himself flush. He had not realised he was so obvious.


‘You know something of this man?’ she demanded.


‘No, ma’am.’ 


She gave a little grunt, and it was impossible to tell if it were displeasure or merely impatience.


She looked at him intently, as if making an accurate judgement of him were of the greatest importance. Or possibly, at eighty, her eyesight was failing and it was merely an effort for her to see his face clearly.


‘I asked my old and trusted friend, Sir John Halberd, to look into this man Kendrick, and give me his opinion.’ She blinked rapidly, fighting some deep emotion, and stared down at her hands, folded neatly in her lap, but gripping each other too tightly.


Pitt had a sudden desire to comfort her. He was waiting for her to say that Halberd had told her something that hurt her very much. But whatever it was, however badly Kendrick had influenced the Prince of Wales, it was not something in which Special Branch could interfere. It might be a disappointment to the Queen, even an embarrassment, but surely she was used to the Prince’s libertine way of life? Everyone else was. And he appeared to have calmed down a lot as he had grown older, less physically well, and also, of course, as Victoria became more fragile, and he came closer to the Throne himself.


The silence grew heavy. She seemed to be waiting for Pitt to respond.


‘Did Sir John give you his opinion, ma’am?’ he asked.


‘No,’ she said abruptly. ‘He sent me a message that he wished to see me urgently. It came late in the evening. I was not well. I replied to him that he might attend me any time he wished the following day. He always gives my wellbeing the utmost care.’ Again she stopped, and was quite visibly struggling with deep feelings.


Pitt dreaded what she was going to say. Had she been anyone else he would have attempted to make it easier for her, but one did not interrupt the Queen. He waited in acute discomfort.


‘He never came,’ she said in little more than a whisper.


Pitt drew in his breath sharply.


Now she was looking into his eyes almost as if they were equals, just an old woman deeply distressed, and a younger man who might help her.


She nodded, her lips tight, then spoke with an effort. ‘He was found dead that morning. In a rowing boat in Hyde Park. At least, strictly speaking, he was in the water, shallow as it is. He appeared to have stood up, for some reason, then slipped and struck his head on the edge of the boat, fallen into the water and drowned.’


‘I’m very sorry,’ Pitt said gently.


She swallowed with an effort. ‘I wish you to find out for me if his death was the accident it appeared. And what it was that he intended to tell me regarding the man Kendrick. You are an excellent detective. This I know from our previous acquaintance.’ She did not refer to either incident specifically, but she had not forgotten their brief captivity at Osborne. ‘And now you have the power and the secrets of Special Branch in your hands. I require to know the truth, Mr Pitt, whatever it is. What did John Halberd find out, and was he murdered because of it?’


For a moment he was speechless.


‘I trust you, Mr Pitt,’ she said gravely. ‘Both for your skill and your discretion.’ She did not mention loyalty. Perhaps it was taken for granted. More probably, he thought, to question it was too painful at the moment. Halberd had died, possibly because of his loyalty. She was asking a great deal of Pitt, personally rather than through official channels. She had mentioned discretion. Was that a polite way of telling him he was to speak of this matter only to her? That was something he needed to know, and he felt that it gave him the right to be direct.


‘To whom shall I report, ma’am?’ He met her eyes and saw in them a grief so deep it startled him. And guilt? Did she fear she had sent an old friend to his death? Even as the thought came to him, he was certain it was so.


‘To me, Mr Pitt,’ she said very quietly. ‘Report to me. You will inform Sir Peter Archibald when you wish to see me, and I will have him fetch you immediately. You will keep the whole matter as discreet as is possible, not only for my sake but for your own. Is that understood?’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


At last she smiled very slightly, just an easing of her lips. ‘I am obliged, Mr Pitt. You have my leave to go. Sir Peter will take you to your carriage. Good night.’


He rose to his feet and inclined his head in a bow. ‘Good night, Your Majesty.’


Outside in the corridor he deliberately straightened his shoulders and had walked a dozen paces before Sir Peter appeared, calm and polite as before. Had he any idea what the Queen had just asked of Pitt?


‘I will have the coachman called immediately, sir.’ Sir Peter said it as impassively as if this were a usual occurrence.


‘Thank you,’ Pitt acknowledged.


Sir Peter smiled very briefly. ‘If you would be good enough to follow me, sir …’


Pitt rode home with his mind whirling, completely unaware of his surroundings. He could not have refused her, yet he loathed the task. He recalled the brief piece in the newspapers mentioning Halberd’s death. He had been a distinguished man, but not much in the public eye. It had said merely that he died in an accident, and left no family. It did not say what the accident had been. That was where he would have to begin.


Could the Queen be right? She was an old woman, worn out with grief from having lost two children, and the husband she adored while still in the prime of his life. Many of her children had married into the great royal houses of Europe, and thus lived far away from her. She might have friends, but never equals. She was queen and empress of a quarter of the earth. She took the vast responsibility very seriously indeed. She could not live many more years. Perhaps she did not even want to. But she had no choice as to her successor. A millennium of history dictated that it be her eldest son.


She mourned the death of Halberd, and perhaps in a way, she was bitterly reminded of death itself. Too much of all that she had loved lay in the past. She had asked Halberd to help her, and he had died trying to do so. Surely it was out of loneliness and imagination that she would feel guilty for that. If Pitt could prove to her that Halberd’s death was a genuine accident, one that could have occurred at any time, then would she be reassured and at peace?


He had convinced himself of that by the time the carriage stopped in Keppel Street and let him off at his own front door. He alighted, thanked the driver, and went up the steps and inside.


A sense of warmth surrounded him immediately. It had nothing to do with the summer evening, but with familiarity, long memories stretching back through friendship, countless conversations, a few griefs, but above all, love.


He put his jacket on the coat-stand in the hall. Charlotte had bought it in a junk shop and given it to him the first Christmas after their marriage, when money was scarce. The pewter candlestick had been his mother’s. In this house he had celebrated victories, and recovered from a few losses. His dearest friends had sat around the kitchen table far into the night and talked about endless possibilities.


The sitting-room door opened and Charlotte came out, her face lighting with pleasure at seeing him. It was nineteen years since they had met, but he still found himself smiling, noticing the curve of her cheek, the grace with which she moved.


He bent a little to kiss her, holding her tightly for a moment.


She pushed him back. ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked quietly, her brow furrowed.


He glanced over her shoulder at the tall clock against the wall.


‘It’s not so late,’ he replied.


Her expression registered momentary amusement then anxiety. He knew exactly what she was thinking. He had evaded the question. When he had been in the regular police he had often discussed cases with her. Indeed, they had met during a number of murders that had taken place in the area where she lived. Her own eldest sister had been one of the victims. Out of that tragedy had come the greatest happiness in his life. He had never imagined that he, the son of a laundress and a man convicted of poaching – wrongly, he still believed – could marry the daughter of a wealthy banker, not far beneath the aristocracy.


‘Thomas!’ She was looking at him steadily, the concern in her eyes deepening.


‘I have just gained a delicate case I don’t know how to approach,’ he answered. Since moving from the police to Special Branch, he could no longer discuss cases with her. At times he would dearly like to have had her wisdom and knowledge of the upper levels of Society where he would always be a stranger. There were multitudes of small expressions, mannerisms, codes of behaviour that he observed, but could not copy without seeming clumsy.


They went into the sitting room where the french doors on to the garden were closed against the evening breeze, but the curtains were not yet drawn. Again, the familiarity wrapped around him, the calm, painted seascape over the mantelpiece, all muted blues. The carved wooden coal scuttle had been an extravagance when they bought it. On the shelves were photographs of Daniel and Jemima, aged two and five, and mementoes like seashells, a piece of polished driftwood from a holiday on the coast.


‘Stoker will help,’ Charlotte said with certainty. ‘Tell me when you are ready for dinner. Daniel and Jemima have already eaten, but I waited for you.’


That happened so often it was hardly worth comment, yet he was grateful. He did not like to eat alone.


‘I can’t tell Stoker,’ he replied, easing back in the armchair and stretching his legs out. ‘But I might ask Narraway.’ Victor Narraway had been head of Special Branch when Pitt was first moved there from Bow Street. It was Narraway who had recommended Pitt to take his place, after the disaster of the O’Neill case had forced his own resignation, much to many people’s surprise. Several in high positions had been against Pitt’s appointment as Narraway’s successor, thinking there were other candidates much more capable. But Narraway had prevailed.


Charlotte looked unhappy. Surely she understood?


‘Thomas, you’ve forgotten,’ she said quietly.


‘What?’


‘Narraway and Aunt Vespasia are on a cruise to Rome and then Egypt. They’ll be away for a couple of months at least.’


He had forgotten. Now he recalled it, and it was like a blow. He would have to have this matter resolved long before then. Perhaps Halberd’s death had been the accident it had seemed, and he would be able to reassure the Queen. She would still grieve for him, and no doubt still dislike Kendrick. That was not something that could be addressed.


Charlotte was waiting for him to answer, and her anxiety was plain in her eyes.


He smiled at her. ‘I forgot,’ he admitted. ‘Perhaps I shouldn’t be looking for the easy way out. Yes, I would like dinner, before it gets too late.’ He stood up, smiling now, willing to think of other things.




Chapter Two


Early next morning Pitt began by going in to Lisson Grove and telling Stoker that he would be absent from the office for a few days on a case, but could always be reached in the evenings at his home, were it necessary.


‘Yes, sir,’ Stoker said calmly. His bony face was almost impassive. ‘There’s nothing out of the ordinary at the moment. I’ll tell Jenkins and Doherty. Anything we can do to help?’


‘Not so far. Probably not at all,’ Pitt replied. ‘I’ll look in on Friday, if not before.’ He hesitated. There was a question in his mind that it would be foolish not to ask Stoker: he had been in Special Branch several years before Pitt had joined. ‘Do you know anything about Sir John Halberd?’


Stoker frowned. ‘I’ve heard the name. I’m trying to think where.’


‘He died recently,’ Pitt prompted.


Stoker shook his head. ‘That’s right. Stupid boating accident. You’d think he’d have more sense than to stand up in a boat, even in shallow water.’


‘What do you know about him, other than that?’ Pitt asked.


‘Nothing really. He’s one of those people everyone knows slightly, and nobody knows well. Never had government office. Don’t know who he is related to. I’m sorry. Is it important? I can find out.’


‘No, thank you. Forget I mentioned him. And that’s not a casual remark, it is an order.’


‘Yes, sir.’ Stoker looked puzzled, but he knew that Pitt meant what he said. He would not enquire.


The first thing Pitt did was to telephone the police station in Savile Row, some fifteen or twenty minutes’ brisk walk from the place on the Serpentine where Sir John’s body had been found. He was told courteously that the case had been dealt with by the station on Pavilion Road in Knightsbridge, roughly the same distance in a different direction. He thanked the man and ended the call.


The Serpentine was a decorative stretch of water that curved across the middle of Hyde Park. The Queen’s instructions to Pitt were clear. He was to be discreet. That in itself was difficult. Special Branch had no uniforms, so at least he looked like any other tall man in his late forties, with untidy hair and a well-cut suit that somehow managed not to sit comfortably on him. But he had been a policeman all his working life. Half the policemen in London knew him by sight.


He walked into the station and presented his card, still something he was not used to.


‘Yes, sir,’ the desk sergeant said with sudden respect.


‘I would like to speak to your superintendent, please.’ He did not have to give a reason: his rank was sufficient. Not everyone respected Special Branch, but everyone held it in some degree of awe. They dealt with secrets and violence, the hidden threats to a whole way of life most people held in common, and largely took for granted, although in the last twenty years or so there had been unrest throughout Europe. There were whispers of change everywhere.


‘Yes, sir. I’ll tell him you’re here, sir,’ the sergeant said.


Five minutes later Pitt was seated in Superintendent Gibson’s comfortable, untidy office. Wanted posters were tacked on the walls, all very slightly crooked. Law books and procedure manuals were heaped on the shelves.


‘What can I do for you, Commander Pitt?’ Gibson asked, his brows drawn down in an anxiety he tried to mask with a soft voice.


‘Just tidying up a few details,’ Pitt replied, as if it were of no importance. ‘Your officers were called when Sir John Halberd was found in the Serpentine?’


‘Yes, sir,’ Gibson agreed, biting his lip. ‘Very unfortunate. Don’t get many accidents there. Usually just people getting wet. Fall in, feel like a fool, and one or two get angry about it.’ He gave a slight shrug. ‘Often young men, the worse for a few too many drinks. This was quite different. Poor man must’ve stood up for something, lost his balance and hit his head as he went down. Chance in a hundred. Tipped the boat badly and slid into the water. Never came to.’ He shook his head, started to say something else, then changed his mind.


‘You found him in the water the next morning?’ Pitt asked.


‘Yes, sir. Young gentleman walking his dog stopped, but there was nothing he could do to help. By then there were more people gathered there, and someone came for us. Can I ask why you’re enquiring, sir?’ Gibson put his hand up as if to straighten his tie, then let it fall again.


‘Details,’ Pitt repeated. ‘He was a distinguished man. Just want to have all the answers. No sign of anyone else there, I presume? Does anyone know what he was doing on the Serpentine alone? What time did the police surgeon say he died? Where did he hire the boat, and when? That sort of thing.’


Gibson cleared his throat. ‘Is that what this is about, sir? It rather looks as if he took the boat out at night having arranged the hire earlier.’ He was quite openly anxious now. What was wrong that he had not seen?


‘After dark, then?’ Pitt pressed.


‘Yes, sir. Police surgeon reckoned he must have gone into the water about ten in the evening, most likely. Give or take a bit. But with the body lying in the water, which is still pretty cold even at this time of year, it’s hard to be exact.’


Pitt nodded. ‘Anyone got an idea what he was doing alone in a boat on the Serpentine, at ten in the evening?’


Gibson coloured uncomfortably. ‘No, sir. Nothing to suggest there was anybody there. If there was a young lady, she left no evidence as we could find.’


‘Uncomfortable place for a rendezvous.’ Pitt shook his head slightly.


‘If it were a young woman of …’ Gibson began. He did not finish the sentence, but his meaning was obvious.


Or a young man, Pitt thought, but he did not say it.


He changed the subject slightly. ‘When you informed his staff, butler or valet, did they make any remark as to why Halberd was there?’


Gibson looked relieved. He did not wish to enquire too closely into the habits of the gentry, yet equally he could not afford to appear incompetent.


‘No, sir. He must have let himself out, after the house was locked up, which was a little before ten o’clock. He came and went as he pleased. But nobody knew anything about why he went out that night. Upset, they were, all of them. Held him in very high regard. My officers said it seemed more than just shock, or of course the loss of a position. There is no one else in the house for them to look after.’


‘I see.’


‘Sir …’ Gibson was clearly uncomfortable. He moved awkwardly in his seat, and twisted his hands as if he had no idea what to do with them.


Pitt waited.


‘Sir … if Mr Halberd … I mean Sir John, made an indiscreet appointment and … and had an accident … well, there’s no one else hurt; couldn’t we just … close it up … let it be?’


‘If that’s what it was, then yes of course we could,’ Pitt agreed. ‘Does the evidence suggest that?’


‘Looks like it to me, sir.’


‘Nothing to make you think there was a quarrel?’


‘No, sir. He stood up and overbalanced, hit his head on the gunwale and fell into the water. Because he was knocked out, he drowned. If there were a young woman there, she must have taken fright and run off. Or maybe he stood up because she arrived, and when he fell she still scarpered. Didn’t want to be caught and blamed. Let it go, sir.’ There was no judgement in his face, only compassion for a man who had made a fool of himself, and paid a terrible price for it.


Pitt stood up slowly. This was not an answer the Queen would like, but she did not need to know the details. Indeed, they were only supposition anyway.


‘Thank you, Superintendent. It was more or less the answer I expected but I had to be sure. Good day.’


Gibson let out a sigh. ‘Good day, sir.’


Pitt went out into the busy street, filled with shouts and the clatter of wheels and hoofs over the uneven cobbles.


Was that the answer? An accident, not investigated any further because it was part of an indiscretion that would have spoiled the reputation of a good man? A silence of kindness? He could allow the Queen to believe the assignation was with a woman of his own class, her name withheld because it would serve no purpose to disgrace her. But he had to be satisfied that that was all it was.


He would check with Cornwallis, who had been assistant commissioner of police when Pitt was still at Bow Street. He was a man Pitt had both professionally trusted and personally liked. He might also know more about Alan Kendrick. Halberd might have spoken to him on the subject already, but not had the chance to report his findings to the Queen. Which would be what, for example? That Kendrick was an ambitious man, keen to become a close friend of the man about to be king? It was what she expected. She must be more than familiar with such people. In her position, did one at least half suspect everybody’s motives?


Pitt had already reached the end of the street where it crossed the main road, and within a few moments he stopped a cab and gave the driver Cornwallis’s address. Cornwallis had retired now, and it was still early enough in the morning that he might well not have left the house.


Cornwallis was at home, and delighted to see Pitt, but he knew that a call at such an hour meant that Pitt needed advice or information. After the briefest of greetings to Cornwallis’s wife, Isadora, whom Pitt also knew well, they retired to his study and remained uninterrupted.


Cornwallis sat back in one of his well-upholstered armchairs, and Pitt in the other. Pitt had seldom been to this house, but it seemed familiar because the paintings of sailing ships before the wind, the ship’s sextant and the brass model cannon were those that Cornwallis had had in his commissioner’s office since Pitt first knew him. He even recognised at a glance many of the books, some of them poetry.


Cornwallis was a lean man, usually of few words. ‘Well?’ he prompted.


During his cab ride, Pitt had considered what to say, and how much to tell Cornwallis.


‘John Halberd,’ he said simply. ‘Did you know him?’


Cornwallis stiffened almost imperceptibly, no more than a slight increase in the tension of certain muscles. ‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘We were friends. Why?’


‘Your feelings about him?’ Pitt asked.


A shadow crossed Cornwallis’s face. ‘Stop studying me, Pitt. Why are you asking? The man died in an idiotic boating accident. Any fool should have known better than to stand up in a flat-bottomed boat like that. Let him rest in peace, man. The police surgeon said it was mischance. Why on earth do you want to rake it up? He’s scarcely settled in his grave.’


‘I need to know something more about him,’ Pitt explained. ‘I am not looking into his death.’ Was that entirely true? He disliked being evasive, with Cornwallis particularly. ‘He was investigating a certain matter. That is all I can tell you.’


Cornwallis relaxed a little. ‘He wouldn’t discuss anything of that sort with me, or anyone else. What do you need to know?’ He was still guarded. It was in the steadiness of his eyes, the motionless hands locked together in front of him.


‘Was he a good investigator? Where did he come from? What did he do? Who were his family?’ Pitt asked.


Cornwallis thought for a moment. ‘Landed gentry. Lincolnshire, I think. He went up to Cambridge and read history. Good degree, Honours. Then he travelled. Mostly Egypt, down the Nile and further south into Africa itself. What the devil does this have to do with Special Branch? He’s been here in Britain for decades since then.’


‘So an intelligent and well-travelled man,’ Pitt summed up. ‘But you didn’t tell me if you think he was a good investigator.’


‘Of what?’


‘People. If he wanted to find out about someone, would he be likely to succeed?’


‘What the hell does it matter now? He’s dead, poor soul. Barely into his sixties. He had probably the best part of twenty years left.’ Cornwallis’s voice caught for an instant, but it betrayed the depth of his feelings. That was probably the most powerful clue Pitt would gain as to Halberd’s character. Cornwallis had been at sea, and he knew its demands, and the price a single mistake could cost. His respect was not won easily.


Pitt would like to have left it there, but he could not. ‘Was he a man to exaggerate?’


‘Never.’ Cornwallis sat upright, then leaned forward a little. ‘For heaven’s sake, man, tell me what it is you want to know. Was Halberd working for you? How did you come to employ somebody you know so little about? Didn’t Victor Narraway teach you better than that? I certainly did!’


‘He was investigating something when he died,’ Pitt told him. And that was possibly more than he should have said. ‘I have now been asked to complete it. And you would be wasting your time, and mine, by asking me more than that. Would Halberd have exaggerated anything?’


‘No. If you’d ever met him, such a thing wouldn’t cross your mind.’


Pitt weighed his response only for a moment. ‘What do you suppose he was doing in a rowing boat on the Serpentine alone, at ten o’clock in the evening? And why would a man who’d been along the Nile stand up and overbalance on the water?’


Cornwallis’s face paled and he sat motionless. ‘I don’t know,’ he said finally. ‘But even if he had some kind of … assignation – which I find hard to believe – what the hell has that to do with anyone else? Let him rest in peace. We all have our … weaknesses. Does it matter?’


‘Not if it was a genuine accident,’ Pitt replied, ‘but the more you tell me of Halberd, the less likely does he seem to have been so careless. Although if there was a woman and she lost her balance, he might have stood up to help, slipped, and knocked himself senseless when he fell.’


‘Then why the devil did she not help him?’ Cornwallis said angrily. ‘At the very least hold his head above the water.’


‘Have you any idea who it might have been, were he there with anyone?’


‘None at all. I presume someone married, or they would not have been meeting at night in a rowing boat.’ Cornwallis blushed as he said it. He had been passionately in love with Isadora, and still was, but women in general were a mystery to him. He had spent most of his life at sea, ending as a captain of his own ship, before becoming a commissioner in the police.


Pitt moved the subject a little. ‘Where did Sir John’s living come from?’


‘Largely inherited, I think.’ Cornwallis was clearly relieved. ‘The land in Lincolnshire, or that direction, brings in a tidy sum. And I think I recall hearing that his mother brought a goodly fortune to the marriage. Halberd was the only son.’


‘Did he ever marry?’


‘Not that I know of.’ Cornwallis’s look dared Pitt to make anything of it.


‘What did he do with his time?’ Pitt continued. ‘Who were his friends?’


‘As I said, I was one of them.’ Cornwallis leaned forward again, his face earnest. ‘Pitt, he was a good man. One of the best I’ve known. Maybe he had weaknesses. Who doesn’t, one way or another? Please, leave it alone.’


Could he? Pitt would have liked nothing better than to do precisely that. If Halberd had died during an indiscretion, ending tragically but without fault, then Cornwallis was right. It was both cruel and pointless to dig into it, and no matter how careful he was, it could end up becoming public. Would it be sufficient for the Queen if he undertook to do whatever he could to learn about Alan Kendrick, and complete the task Halberd had begun? It would be awkward, and perhaps futile, and he would have to put at least one other man on it. Stoker would be ideal, the very soul of discretion, but there were half a dozen others who could also make enquiries in the right places. 


Cornwallis was watching him, waiting. He might be naïve about women, but he was an excellent judge of men. He could not have commanded a ship had he not been. The sea forgives nothing, especially when you battle it under sail, without the power of an engine to rescue you.


‘You knew him well enough to be certain he was a good man?’ Pitt asked, watching Cornwallis’s face for the slightest shadow.


Cornwallis gave a very slight smile. ‘I did.’


The next person Pitt decided to interview he had to steel himself to face. It would have been so much easier simply to ask Vespasia, Charlotte’s sister’s great-aunt by marriage, and the woman Pitt cared for most in the world after Charlotte herself. In her youth Vespasia had been the greatest beauty of her age, but – of far more importance – she had been brave, devastatingly honest at times, and had a wit that cut through all pretence. She had known almost everyone of any importance at all.


But as Charlotte had reminded him, she was out of the country. He must see Somerset Carlisle himself. At least he knew where to find him. He was a Member of Parliament, and took his office seriously, underneath the passionate, unorthodox beliefs and the occasionally outrageous humour.


Pitt did not find him until early afternoon, taking an after-luncheon stroll along the Thames Embankment next to the Houses of Parliament. Pitt walked rapidly enough to catch up with him just before he joined a group of his fellow Members.


Carlisle stopped, slightly surprised as Pitt took his arm. He was a slender man, even a little gaunt lately. He had a sardonic face, too much laughter in it to be conventionally good-looking.


‘You look ominous,’ he said with a smile. ‘But I will admit, you are never a bore.’


‘Thank you,’ Pitt said drily. ‘I need to talk to you privately, and without interruption.’


Carlisle’s expression was suddenly lugubrious. ‘Oh dear. This time, whatever it was, I did not do it! Or is it information? Yes, of course it is. Lady Vespasia is somewhere in the Mediterranean, I hope enjoying herself.’ He had been a friend of Vespasia’s as long as Pitt had known him, which dated from his involvement in the case of a particularly grisly and absurd nature in Resurrection Row. Carlisle was crusading for a cause, which he did rather too often. It had happened again very recently, when again the ridiculous, the tragic and the macabre were brought together, and to draw attention to another injustice.


Pitt had never been able to be friends with a man simply for the sake of it. But Carlisle would have been interesting. He was the utmost eccentric but, in his own way, passionately moral.


‘Did you know Sir John Halberd?’ he asked.


Carlisle’s remarkable eyebrows shot up. ‘Of course I did! We will all miss him, even if we don’t know it is his absence that is a void that hurts. Why? Sorry. Silly question. No doubt it is all frightfully secret. He was a good man. What do you want to know?’


‘Probably everything …’


‘Oh! Then yes, a private place, and perhaps a halfway decent meal will be required. Small private club I know. I’ll give you the address. How about dinner – in one of the side rooms? Waiters are chosen for their discretion.’ He took out one of his cards and scribbled a note on the back of it, then handed it to Pitt. He had put the address, in a very elegant script, and the time of eight p.m.


‘Thank you.’ Pitt nodded his agreement.


Carlisle gave a cheery wave, and caught up with his colleagues as blandly as if he had been asked directions by a stranger.


Pitt turned and walked back towards Westminster Bridge.


He spent the afternoon reading the coroner’s report on Halberd’s death, and various obituaries with remembrances of his life. Of course such notices very rarely said anything about the deceased except what was flattering. It was the custom to be generous. But they all agreed on his origins, his education, his exploration of Egypt and Africa, and that he had contributed quietly and consistently to the welfare of his countrymen. It was exactly what Pitt expected; he was reading only to be sure he had not missed something that might prove to be relevant later.


He arrived at Carlisle’s club precisely five minutes after the time Carlisle had stipulated on the card. He did not wish to draw attention to himself by getting there first and having to explain who he was. Narraway would never have had to. He was a gentleman from birth, part of the Establishment, not needing to prove anything.


Carlisle was waiting for him inside the lobby. Either it was his normal courtesy, or an act of particular sensitivity. In some ways he was an outsider himself – but by choice. He could have conformed, had he wished, and probably risen to high office.


Carlisle led him through the inner hallway with its high ceiling and many ornately panelled oak doors leading off into cloakrooms, offices and smaller sitting rooms for private meetings. Pitt had no time to look at the many portraits on the walls – to judge by costume, dating back at least a hundred years.


They passed the entrance to the main dining room before Carlisle stopped, opened a door and ushered Pitt inside, then followed him in, leaving the door ajar. Possibly it was a signal to the steward that they were ready for him.


Pitt took his seat and tried not to appear as if he had never been here before. He was aware of the carved oak fireplace, the high-backed dining chairs and the gleaming surface of the table. Then the steward arrived with the wine menu.


They were served an excellent meal, chosen by Carlisle beforehand.


Pitt began to speak the moment the steward had withdrawn and closed the door behind him with barely a snick of the latch. He had already decided how much he intended to tell Carlisle.


‘I believe Halberd was making enquiries into Alan Kendrick shortly before he died,’ he said. ‘The task remains unfinished, and for various reasons I need to complete it.’


‘Really?’ Carlisle did not disguise his interest, or his surprise. ‘Since you appear to know very little about Halberd, I assume he was not doing it for you. I also assume you are not free to tell me for whom he was doing it? No, I thought not. Perhaps it is better I don’t know.’


‘Did Halberd make enquiries for many people?’ Pitt asked.


‘He had a great deal of knowledge,’ Carlisle replied slowly, now measuring his words. ‘I don’t know how much of it he searched for, and how much was incidental to his way of life, his natural curiosity and his phenomenal memory. He observed relationships between facts that many other people missed. He was a natural scholar of human behaviour, but one, I believe, of unusual compassion. At least that is what I have heard from several people. But the observations were general. Whatever was particular remained discreet.’


Pitt thought about it for a moment.


‘So if one wished to know a good deal of information about someone, then Halberd would be the man to ask,’ he concluded.


‘Especially if it were not easily available,’ Carlisle agreed, his eyes still on Pitt’s face. ‘Have you any idea what kind of information your … patron was looking for? I assume something Kendrick would not willingly reveal?’


Pitt sidestepped the answer. Given the slightest hint, Carlisle was easily quick enough to deduce it was the Queen. ‘Who are his friends, his associates? Where did his money come from?’ he went on.


Carlisle took another mouthful of the excellent pâté and swallowed it before he answered. ‘I have no idea where his money came from, but he seems to have a great deal of it. Has stables in Cambridgeshire, and some very fine horses indeed. Word is that he has a couple of possible Derby winners in training. That doesn’t come cheap.’


Pitt made it easy for him. ‘So his friends would be among others who care about horse-racing?’


‘Exactly. And gambling in general. He likes to live well, when he’s in town. He spends a while in Cambridgeshire. It’s more than a hobby for him. He knows horses better than most men, even in racing circles.’


‘His friends?’


‘The Prince of Wales is the most obvious. And Algernon Naismith-Jones, another lover of horses, and gambling in general. Likeable fellow, but a bit unreliable as far as money is concerned. Never quite sure who he owes, and that can make a man erratic. Sod of a thing, owing people money you can’t pay, even if the situation is temporary.’


Pitt had heard the name before, as a member of the Prince’s circle. He was liked, if not trusted.


‘Others?’ he asked


‘Walter Whyte.’ Carlisle seemed to be turning over his answer in his mind, uncertain how to continue.


Pitt waited, finishing the last of his pâté and taking a sip of the rich dark wine Carlisle had chosen to complement it. The door was closed and he could not even hear the murmur of conversation beyond.


‘Decent chap,’ Carlisle continued. ‘Married Lady Felicia Neville – of course Lady Felicia Whyte now. She loathed Halberd. No idea why. Story behind it somewhere, but haven’t heard any hint of what it is.’


‘Guess!’ Pitt suggested with a slight smile.


Carlisle raised his eyebrows. ‘How totally irresponsible of you!’ he said with satisfaction. ‘Moving up in Society has done wonders for your sense of humour. Or perhaps I should amend that – your appreciation of the absurd. My guess would be an old affair that ended badly. Lady Felicia was once quite lovely but is not wearing well; time can be cruel to the very fair. Delia Kendrick looks ten years younger and I think they are of an age.’


‘And acquainted?’ Pitt guessed.


‘Of course!’ Carlisle agreed. ‘Everyone in Society is acquainted with everyone else. At least half of them are related, one way or another. That’s possibly why nothing is ever entirely forgotten, good or bad. There’s always a cousin or a sister-in-law who will recall it in ghastly detail. And Halberd knew hundreds of people, Naismith-Jones and Whyte included, of course.’


‘Did he use the information?’


Carlisle pursed his lips. ‘That’s the curious thing. Not that I am aware of. But then, of course, if people knew that you knew, you don’t need to use it. It uses itself.’
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