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About the Book


In Anne Perry’s seventh mystery featuring Thomas and Charlotte Pitt, the Devil seems to be at work in the dark slums of Victorian London 


A serial killer is loose in Devil’s Acre. The murders are brutal, but it is the killer’s grizzly signature that shocks even Inspector Thomas Pitt, no stranger to death and violent crime. The victims are stabbed and sexually mutilated. When Pitt recognises one of the dead as a blackmailing footman from a case on Callander Square, his investigation takes him from the slum brothels to the high reaches of Victorian society and into a world where upper-class women descend to depravity to relieve their boredom. 


Despite Pitt’s warnings, his wife Charlotte is determined to pursue her own investigation in the elegant drawing rooms of Callander Square. As Pitt and Charlotte approach the same dangerous conclusion from differing paths, no one is spared – not even Pitt.




Praise for Anne Perry:


‘Give her a good murder and a shameful social evil, and Anne Perry can write a Victorian mystery that would make Dickens’ eyes pop out’ New York Times Book Review


‘Redolent with Victorian atmosphere, from the hypocritical snobbishness to the rigid social conventions of the time’ Tangled Web


‘There is a freshness about [Perry’s] writing which makes it truly exceptional and I was gripped until the final page. Death on Blackheath was one of the best books I’ve read this year and I cannot recommend it highly enough’ Eurocrime 


‘Rich in plot development, believable characters and period detail, this entry will only add to the already sizable ranks of Perry’s admirers’ Publishers Weekly


‘That rare breed of novel that’s a page-turning thriller yet literary’ Jeffery Deaver


‘[An] engrossing page-turner . . . There’s no one better at using words to paint a scene and then fill it with sounds and smells than Anne Perry’ Boston Globe


‘Elegantly constructed and nail-bitingly tense’ Good Book Guide


‘Stirs your conscience as well as your soul’ Northern Echo




One


P.C. WITHERS SNEEZED as the icy January wind howled up the alley off the Thames. It was still three hours before dawn, and the gas lamps of the main streets barely lit this dismal passage on the very edge of the Devil’s Acre, swarming with filth in the shadow of Westminster itself.


He sneezed again. The smell of the slaughterhouse fifty yards away was thick in his throat, along with the stench of the drains, old refuse, and the grime of years past.


Now that was funny – the yard gate was open! Shouldn’t be, rightly – not at this time of the morning. Not important, probably; some apprentice boy forgot to do his job – careless, some lads were. But what meat there was would likely be safe in cold rooms. Still, it was something to do in the long boredom of walking the gray pavements.


He crossed the alley to the cold rooms. Better just look inside, see everything was in order.


He poked his head around. It was silent – just one old drunk dossed down right in the middle. Better move him on, for his own sake, before the slaughtermen arrived and kicked him out. Apt to make a bit of sport of the old boys, some of them were.


‘’Ere, dad,’ he said loudly as he bent down and shook the man’s ample shoulder. ‘Best be gone. You’ve no business in ’ere. Although as why anyone’d want to choose a place like this to kip, I dunno.’


The man did not move.


‘Come on, dad!’ He shook him harder and lifted his lantern for a better look. Surely the poor old fellow was not frozen to death? Not that he would have been the first P.C. Withers had seen, by any means – and not all of them old either. Plenty of kids not more than a few years froze to death in a hard winter.


The light shone on the man’s face. Yes, poor old basket, he was dead; the eyes were open and glazed.


‘Funny,’ he said aloud. ‘Them as freezes to death usually goes in their sleep.’ This face had a startled look, as though his death had taken him by surprise. He moved the lantern farther down.


‘Oh, God Almighty!’ The crotch and thighs of the body were drenched in blood; the brown woolen trousers had been slit open with a knife and the genital organs completely removed. They were lying useless between the knees – bloody, unrecognizable flesh, a mass of scarlet pulp.


The sweat broke out on P.C. Withers’ face and froze instantly. He felt sick, and his legs shook uncontrollably. Great God in heaven – what sort of a creature would do that to a man? He staggered backward and leaned against the wall, lowering his head a little to overcome the nausea that engulfed him.


It was several moments before his head cleared enough so he could think what he must do. Call help, that was certain. And get away from here, and from that abomination lying on the ground.


He straightened up, made for the gate, and closed it hard behind him, glad for the slicing wind from the east, even though it carried the raw iciness of the sea with it. Murder was hardly rare in the teeming slums of London in this year of Our Lord, 1887. But this was an act of bestiality unlike anything he had seen before.


He must find another man to stand guard; then he could report in and get his superiors to take charge. Thank heaven he was not senior enough to have to sort out this one!


Two hours later, Inspector Thomas Pitt, holding a lamp, closed the slaughterhouse gate and stood in the yard. He stared down at the corpse, still lying exactly as the constable had found it. In the gray morning light it looked grotesque.


Pitt bent down and lifted the shoulder of the corpse to see if there was anything under it – a weapon perhaps, or further injury. This dismemberment by itself would not account for his death. And surely a man so appallingly violated would have made some attempt to protect himself – to staunch the fountain of blood? The thought was sickening, and he forced it out of his mind. He ignored the cold sweat running on his skin, soaking his shirt.


He looked down the body. There was no blood on the dead man’s hands, none at all. Even the nails were clean, which was extraordinary for anyone who frequented an area like this, let alone slept in a slaughterhouse yard!


Searching further, he found a wide, dark stain under the man, matting the cloth of his jacket. It was near the spine, straight through the ribs to the heart. He held the lamp higher for a closer look, but there was no blood anywhere else on the stones. He let out his breath and stood up, unconsciously wiping his hands on the legs of his trousers. Now he could look at the face.


It was a heavy-jowled, broad-nosed face; the skin was faintly plum-colored, the mouth marked with lines of humor. The eyes small and round – the face of a man who enjoyed good living. The body was portly and of barely average height, the hands were strong, plump, and immaculately clean; the hair was gray-brown.


The clothes were made of thick brown wool, baggy in places from wear, and wrinkled over the stomach. There were a few crumbs caught in the folds of the waistcoat. Pitt picked one up, crushed it experimentally in his fingers, and sniffed it. Cheese: Stilton, if he was not mistaken, or something like it. Inhabitants of the Devil’s Acre did not dine on Stilton!


There was a noise behind him, a scuffle of feet. He turned to see who it was, glad of company.


‘Morning, Pitt. What’ve you got this time?’ It was Meddows, the police surgeon, a man capable of insufferable good cheer at the most inopportune times. But instead of seeming offensive, his voice this time was like a sweet breath of sanity in a terrible nightmare.


‘Oh, my good God!’ He stood beside Pitt and stared down. ‘Poor fellow.’


‘He was stabbed in the back,’ Pitt said quickly.


‘Indeed?’ Meddows cocked an eyebrow and looked at Pitt sidewise. ‘Well, I suppose that’s something.’ He squatted down, balanced his bull’s-eye lamp at precisely the right angle, and began to examine the body with care. ‘Don’t need to watch,’ he remarked without turning his head. ‘I’ll tell you if there’s anything interesting. For a start, this mutilation is a pretty rough job – just took a sharp knife and sliced! And there you are!’


‘No skill?’ Pitt asked quietly as he stared over Meddows’ head at the dawn’s light reflected in the slaughterhouse windows.


‘None at all, just – ’ Meddows sighed. ‘Just the most god-awful hate.’


‘Insane?’


Meddows pulled a face. ‘Who knows? Catch him and then I’ll tell you – maybe. Anyway, who is this poor devil. Do you know yet?’


Pitt had not even thought of searching the body. It was the first thing he should have done. Without answering he bent down and began going through the man’s pockets.


He found everything he would have expected, except money – and perhaps he had not really expected that. There was a gold watch, very scratched but still working, and a key ring with four keys on it. One of the keys appeared to be a safe key, two were door keys, and one was for a cupboard or drawer, judging by its size – just what any middle-aged, moderately prosperous man might have. There were two handkerchiefs, both grubby but of good Egyptian cotton with finely rolled hems. There were three receipted bills, two for quite ordinary household expenses, the third for a dozen bottles of a highly expensive burgundy – apparently a man of self-indulgence, at least as far as the table was concerned.


But what mattered was that his name and address were on the bills: Dr. Hubert Pinchin, 23 Lambert Gardens – a long way from the Devil’s Acre, in social standing and every other aspect of the quality of life, if not so very far as the London sparrow flies. What was Dr. Pinchin doing here in this slaughterhouse yard, appallingly murdered and maimed?


‘Well?’ Meddows asked.


Pitt repeated the name and address.


Meddows’ face creased into comic surprise. ‘How very unlikely,’ he observed. ‘By the way, he was probably unconscious and damn near dead by the time they did this to him.’ He gestured toward the lower part of the body. ‘If that’s any comfort. I suppose you know about the other one?’


‘Other one? What are you talking about? Other what?’


Meddows’ face tightened. ‘Other corpse, man. The other one we found castrated like this. Don’t say you didn’t know about it?’


Pitt was stunned. How could he have failed to hear of such a monstrosity?


‘Some gambler or pimp,’ Meddows went on. ‘Other side of the Acre – not your station. But, as I said, he was emasculated, too, poor sod, though not as badly as this one. It looks as if we’ve got some kind of maniac loose. Managed to keep the papers from making too much of the first one. Victim was the sort of man that’s always getting knifed – they do in an occupation of that kind.’ He stood up slowly, his knees cracking. ‘But this one’s different. He’d seen better times, perhaps, but he still ate well. And I’d say at a guess that his shabbiness might be more of an eccentricity than a lack of means. His suit is pretty worn, but his linen is new – and reasonably clean, not had it on more than a day, by the look of it.’


Pitt thought of the Stilton cheese, and the immaculate fingernails. ‘Yes,’ he said flatly. He knew Meddows was staring at him, waiting. ‘All right. I suppose if you’ve finished here we’d better have him taken away. Do a proper autopsy, and tell me anything else – if there is anything.’


‘Naturally.’


Now came the worst part; once again, Pitt mentally debated whether he could delegate the task of informing the family – the widow, if there was one. And, as always, he could not escape the conviction that he must do it himself. If he did not, he would feel he had betrayed both the junior he sent and the bereaved he might have comforted.


He gave all the necessary orders to the men waiting outside. The body must be removed, the yard sealed off and searched for anything at all that might render a clue as to who had done this thing. A search must be initiated for vagrants who had been in the area, for lodgers who might have been returning home, for idle prostitutes, for someone who might have seen something.


Meanwhile he would go to number 23 Lambert Gardens, and inform the household – at this hour probably just sitting down to breakfast – that their master had been murdered.


Pitt was met at the door by an extremely competent butler. ‘Good morning, sir,’ the man said politely. Pitt was a stranger to him, and it was too early for a social call.


‘Good morning,’ Pitt answered quietly. ‘I am from the police. Is this the residence of Dr. Hubert Pinchin?’


‘Yes, sir, but I am afraid Dr. Pinchin is not at home at the moment. I can recommend another doctor to you if your need is urgent.’


‘I don’t require a doctor. I’m sorry, I have bad news for you. Dr. Pinchin is dead.’


‘Oh dear.’ The butler’s face tightened but his composure remained perfect. He moved back a step, allowing Pitt to enter. ‘You had better come in, sir. Would you be good enough to tell me what happened? It might be easier if I were to break the news to Mrs. Pinchin. I am sure you would be most tactful, but . . .’ He delicately left the obvious in the air.


‘Yes,’ Pitt said with a relief that struck a spark of guilt in him. ‘Yes, of course.’


‘How did it happen, sir?’


‘He was attacked, stabbed in the back. I think he probably knew very little pain. I’m sorry.’


The butler stared at him in a moment of immobility; then he swallowed. ‘Murdered?’


‘Yes. I’m sorry,’ Pitt repeated, ‘Is there someone who can identify the body – perhaps someone other than Mrs. Pinchin? It will be distressing.’ Should he mention the mutilation now?


The butler had regained his self-possession; he was in command of himself and of the household. ‘Yes, sir. I will inform Mrs. Pinchin of Dr. Pinchin’s death. She has an excellent maid who will care for her. There is another doctor in the neighborhood who will attend her. The footman, Peters, has been with us for twelve years. He will go and identify the body.’ He hesitated. ‘I suppose there is no doubt? Dr. Pinchin was a little less than my height, sir, very well built, clean-shaven, and of a rich complexion. . . .’ He let the vague hope hang in the air. But it was pointless.


‘Yes,’ Pitt answered. ‘Did Dr. Pinchin have a suit of rough brown tweed, I should judge of some years’ wear?’


‘Yes, sir. That is what he was wearing when he left home yesterday.’


‘Then I am afraid there can be little doubt. But perhaps your footman should make sure before you say anything to Mrs. Pinchin.’


‘Yes, sir, naturally.’


Pitt gave him the address of the mortuary, and then advised him of the nature of the other wounds, and that the newspapers would inevitably make much of it. It would be a kindness to keep the reporters out of the house for as long as possible, until some other event superseded the murder in the public eye.


Pitt left without meeting the widow at all. She had not risen from her bed, and only in his imagination did he see her shock, followed by disbelief, slow acceptance, and finally the beginning of overwhelming pain.


He must, of course, go to see the officer dealing with the other murder that appeared to be so similar. The two crimes may or may not be connected, but to ignore the possibility would be absurd. Perhaps he would even find himself relieved of the case. He would not mind in the least; he felt no sense of proprietorship, as he had in some cases. Whoever had committed this crime had entered a realm far outside the ordinary world of offense and punishment.


As he trod on against the squally wind fluttering rubbish off the pavements, he reflected that he would not mind in the least if they took this one away from him. He crossed the road just before a hansom cab clopped past. A boy who was sweeping a clear path from the horse droppings stopped and rested on his broom. His small hands were chapped red, and his fingers jutted out of the ends of his gloves. A brougham swished by and splattered them both with a mixture of mud and manure.


The boy grinned to see Pitt’s irritation. ‘Oughter’ve walked on me parf, mister,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Then yer’d not get yerself mucked.’


Pitt handed him a farthing and agreed with him wryly.


At the police station he was greeted with an unexpected warmth. ‘Inspector Pitt? Yes, sir. I suppose as you’ve come about our murder, sir – it being the same as your one this morning, like?’


Pitt was taken aback. How did this young constable know about Hubert Pinchin? His face must have reflected his thoughts, as it often did, because the constable answered the question before Pitt asked it.


‘It’s in the afternoon extras, sir. Screaming about it, they are. Downright ’orrible. Course I know they write up things something chronic, adding bits to shock people into ’ysterics. But all the same – !’


‘I doubt they added anything to this one,’ Pitt replied dryly. He unwound his muffler and took off his hat. His coat flapped loose, one side longer than the other; he must have done it up on the wrong buttons again. ‘May I speak to whoever is in charge of your murder, if he’s in?’


‘Yes, sir, that’ll be Inspector Parkins. I reckon as ’e’ll be real glad to see you.’


Pitt doubted it, but he followed the constable willingly enough into a warm, dark office that smelled of old paper and wax polish. It was larger than his own, and there was a photograph of a woman and four children on the desk. Parkins was a dark, dapper man; he sat dismally looking at a sheaf of papers in his hand. The constable introduced Pitt with a flourish.


Parkins’ face lost its lugubrious expression immediately. ‘Come in,’ he said heartily. ‘Come in – sit down. Here, move those files – make yourself comfortable, man. Yes, disgusting affair. You want to know all about it? Found him in the gutter! Dead as mutton. Quite cold – of course no wonder, weather we’ve been having! Filthy! And it’ll get worse. He’d been stabbed in the back, poor devil – long, sharp blade, probably kitchen knife, or something like it.’ He paused for breath and pulled a face, running his hands through his sparse hair. ‘Man was a procurer – corpse found by a local prostitute. At any other time, I would have said that was not inappropriate. I suppose you’ll want to take the case now, since it’s almost certainly connected with yours.’ He made it a statement.


Pitt was startled. ‘No!’ he said involuntarily. ‘I thought you – ’


‘Not at all.’ Parkins waved his arms as if declining some favor. ‘Not at all. Senior officer, much more experience than I have. Admired you for the way you handled that Bluegate Fields business.’ He saw Pitt’s surprised expression. ‘Oh, we get to hear the odd thing, you know. Friends, a word here, word there.’ He held up a finger and waved it in some vague gesture of understanding.


Pitt was surprised and flattered. He was vulnerable enough to like having his courage admired – it was a singularly warming feeling. And he had been afraid during the Bluegate Fields investigation; he had risked more than he could afford to lose.


‘Our fellow was only a pimp,’ Parkins went on. ‘Better off without him – not that it’ll make any difference, of course. Soon as he’s gone, someone else’ll step into his place – probably have already. Like taking a bucket of water out of the river. Tide comes and goes just the same – can’t see where it’s been. No, not at all! Your fellow was a doctor? Decent chap. You better have all the papers we’ve got – autopsy report, and so on. And I suppose you’ll want to see the body.’


‘You still have it?’ Pitt asked.


‘Oh, yes – only a week ago, you know. Weather like this, cold enough to keep bodies for ages. Yes, you’d better see it. Never know, might be able to tell if it’s the same maniac.’


Pitt followed him silently to the mortuary. Parkins opened the door and had a quiet word with the attendant, then conducted Pitt inside. The room was chilly and dry, with a faint musty smell, like old medicine.


Parkins went to one of the white, sheet-covered tables and pulled the cloth off entirely, showing not only the face but the whole naked body. It was a curiously indecent gesture, even toward the dead. Pitt’s instinct was to seize the sheet and cover the lower part again, but he knew it was ridiculous. After all, that was what he had come to see.


But the wound was not identical. This was a messy and extremely inexpert castration. The glands had been removed and the organ all but severed.


‘All right.’ Pitt swallowed, his throat rough.


Parkins replaced the sheet and looked at Pitt, his mouth twisted with wry, sad humor. ‘Nasty, isn’t it?’ he said quietly. ‘Makes you feel sick. Don’t suppose you know him, by any chance? Not likely, but you can never tell.’ He turned the sheet back at the top.


Pitt had not even looked at the face. Now he did so, and instantly felt a prickling sense of shock. He had seen those dark, surly features before, the heavy eyelids and curling, sensuous mouth. At least he was almost sure he had.


‘Who is he?’ he asked.


‘Max. Used two or three different surnames: Bracknall, Rawlins, Dunmow. Kept more than one establishment. Very enterprising fellow. Why? Do you know him?’


‘I think so,’ Pitt replied slowly. ‘At least he looks like someone I dealt with a few years ago – murders in Callander Square.’


‘Callander Square?’ Parkins was surprised. ‘Hardly the area for a creature of this sort. Are you sure?’


‘No, I’m not sure. He was a footman. His name was Max Burton then – if it is the same man.’


Parkins’ voice lifted with curiosity. ‘Can’t you find out? It could be important.’ Then his tone fell again and he smiled bleakly at himself. ‘Although I hardly suppose so. He’s changed his style of living more than somewhat since then!’


‘I expect I can,’ Pitt said thoughtfully. ‘Shouldn’t be too hard. Oh, where was the wound that caused his death?’


‘Here,’ Parkins replied, as if he too had momentarily forgotten it. ‘Stab in the back, about so.’ He indicated on Pitt’s body a place close to the spine, an inch or two to the left. It was lower than the wound in Pinchin’s back, but only by a fraction, and on the same side. But then Max had been taller than Pinchin.


‘What kind of weapon? How long? How broad?’


‘About eight inches long, and an inch and a half broad at the hilt. Could have been a kitchen knife. Everybody has one, ordinary enough. Sorry.’ Parkins raised one eyebrow, understanding perfectly. ‘Same as yours, is it?’


Pitt disliked the reference to Pinchin as ‘his,’ but he knew what Parkins meant. ‘Yes,’ he conceded. ‘Almost exactly.’ He was compelled to add, ‘Only, in today’s case, the man’s entire genital organs were slashed away, and placed between his knees.’


Parkins’ face tightened. ‘Catch him,’ he said quietly. ‘Catch this bastard, Mr. Pitt.’


Pitt had not been back to Callander Square since the murders three years ago. He wondered if the Balantynes still lived there. He stood in the bitter afternoon under the bare trees; the bark was wet with rain gathering on the wind. It would be dark early. He was only twenty feet away from the place where the bodies had been found that had first brought him here to question the residents of these elegant Georgian houses, with their tall windows and immaculate façades. These were people with footmen to answer doors, parlormaids to receive, and butlers to keep their pantries, guard their cellar keys, and rule with rods of iron their own domains behind the green baize doors.


He pulled his collar up higher, set his hat a trifle rakishly on his head, and plunged his hands into his pockets, which already bulged with odd bits of string, coins, a knife, three keys, two handkerchiefs, a piece of sealing wax, and innumerable scraps of paper. He refused to go to the tradesmen’s entrance, as he knew would be expected of him, but instead presented himself at the front door, like any other caller.


The footman received him coldly. ‘Good afternoon . . . sir.’ The hesitation was slight, but sufficient to imply that the title was a courtesy, and in his opinion one not warranted.


‘Good afternoon,’ Pitt replied with complete composure. ‘My name is Thomas Pitt. I would like to see General Balantyne on a matter of business that is most urgent. Otherwise I would not have called without first making sure it was convenient.’


The footman’s face twitched, but he had been forestalled in the argument he had prepared.


‘General Balantyne does not receive callers merely because they happen by, Mr. Pitt,’ he said, even more coldly. He looked Pitt up and down with an expert eye. Obviously, dressed like that, he was not a person of quality, in spite of his speech. Such clothes were surely the product of no tailor, and as for a valet – any valet worthy of his calling would cut his own throat rather than let his master appear in public in such total disarray. That waistcoat should not have been matched with that shirt, the jacket was a disaster, and the cravat had been tied by a blind man with two left hands.


‘I am sorry,’ he repeated, now quite sure of his ground. ‘General Balantyne does not receive callers without appointment – unless, of course, they are already of his social acquaintance. Perhaps if you were to write to him? Or get someone else to do it for you?’


The suggestion that he was illiterate was the final straw.


‘I am acquainted with General Balantyne,’ Pitt snapped. ‘And it is police business. If you prefer to discuss it on the doorstep, I shall oblige you. But I imagine the general would rather have it pursued inside! Considerably more discreet – don’t you think?’


The footman was startled, and he allowed it to show. To have police at the house – and at the front of it – was appalling. Damn the man’s impertinence! He composed his face, but was annoyed that Pitt was taller than he by some inches, so even with the advantage of the step he could not adequately look down on him.


‘If you have some problem of theft or the like,’ he replied, ‘you had better go round to the tradesmen’s entrance. No doubt the butler will see you – if it is really necessary.’


‘It is not a matter of theft,’ Pitt said icily. ‘It is a matter of murder, and it is General Balantyne I require to speak to, not the butler. I cannot imagine he will be best pleased if you oblige me to come back with a warrant!’


The footman knew when he was beaten. He retreated. ‘If you will come this way.’ He refused to add the ‘sir.’ ‘Perhaps if you wait in the morning room, the general will see you when he is able.’ He walked smartly across the hall and opened the door of a large room whose grate held the embers of a fire that took the chill from the air but was not hot enough to thaw Pitt’s hands or warm his body through his clothes.


The footman looked at the ashes and smirked with satisfaction. He turned and went out, closing the polished wooden door with a click. He had not offered to take Pitt’s hat or coat. Five minutes later, he was back, his face pinched with anger. He took Pitt’s outer clothes and ordered him to follow the parlormaid to the library.


In that room a fire was blazing, reflecting bright scarlet in the leather bindings of books and glinting off the polished trophies on the far wall, The general stood behind a great desk littered with inkstands, pens, paperweights, open books, and a miniature field cannon in brass – a perfect replica of a Crimean gun. He had not changed outwardly since Pitt saw him last: the same broad, stiff shoulders, the proud face, the light brown hair perhaps graying a little, although Pitt was not sure. It was a face dominated by strength of bone, and the coloring was incidental.


‘Well, Mr. Pitt?’ he said formally. He was a man who did not know how to be casual. All his life had been spent observing rules, even in the face of terror or extremity of pain. As a boy soldier, he had stood appalled on the ridge above Balaclava and seen the charge of the Light Brigade. The carnage of the Crimea was indelible in his memory. He knew the men of the ‘thin red line’ who had held against all the might hurled at them by the Russian Army, men who had kept their ground in face of the impossible. Hundreds had fallen, but not a man had broken ranks.


‘My footman says you wish to speak to me about a murder? Is that correct?’


Pitt found himself standing a little straighter – not quite to attention, but definitely with his feet together and his head up. ‘Yes, sir. A week ago there was an extremely unpleasant murder in an area known as the Devil’s Acre, hard by Westminster.’


‘I know where it is.’ The general frowned. ‘But surely that was this morning?’


‘I’m afraid there was a second one this morning. The first did not make much of a mark in the newspapers. However, I was called in for this one today, and when I heard of the earlier one, naturally I went to see the body.’


‘Naturally,’ the general’s frown deepened. ‘What is it you wish of me?’


Now that it came to the point, Pitt felt rather embarrassed at having to ask this man to come and look at the corpse of a dead procurer of whores. What did it matter if it was or was not the man who had been his footman at the time of the Callander Square murders? It could make no real difference now.


He cleared his throat; there was no avoiding it. ‘I think the man may be someone you knew.’


The general’s eyebrows rose in amazement. ‘Someone I knew?’


‘Yes, sir, I think so.’ Pitt explained as briefly as he could the circumstances of Pinchin’s death, and what Inspector Parkins had shown him at the mortuary.


‘Very well,’ the general said reluctantly, and reached for the bell cord to summon the carriage.


The door opened and, instead of the footman, one of the most striking women Pitt could recall ever having set eyes on came in: Lady Augusta Balantyne. Her face was as fine as bone china, but without any of porcelain’s fragility. Her clothes were magnificent, in the subdued taste of those who have always had money and therefore never felt the compulsion to display it garishly. She stared at Pitt with distaste; her very posture appeared to demand an explanation, not only for his presence in her house but for his very existence.


Pitt refused to be intimidated. ‘Good afternoon, Lady Augusta,’ he said with a slight bow. ‘I hope I find you well?’


‘I am always well, thank you, Mr. – ’ She could not have forgotten their past meetings; the subject was too bizarre, too painful. ‘Mr. Pitt.’ She arched her eyebrows very slightly, and her eyes were glacial beneath them. ‘To what unfortunate occurrence do we owe your visit this time?’


‘A matter of identification, ma’am,’ he answered smoothly. He felt the general relax, even though he could barely see him at the edge of his vision. ‘A man General Balantyne may be able to name for us, and if so, that might assist us greatly.’


‘Good gracious – can the man not name himself?’


‘People do not always tell the truth, ma’am,’ he said dryly.


She colored at her own clumsiness for not having seen the obvious.


‘And in this case I understand he is dead anyway,’ the general added tartly. ‘It is nothing for you to concern yourself with, my dear. It is my duty to be of assistance, if I can. I dare say I shall not be long.’


‘Have you forgotten we are dining with Sir Harry and Lady Lisburne tonight?’ She ignored Pitt as if he had been one of the servants. ‘I do not intend to arrive late. I will not be thought ill-mannered, whatever you may imagine your duty to be.’


‘The man is in a mortuary not half an hour away.’ The general’s face flickered with irritation. He disliked dinner parties, and, with Harry Lisburne as host, this one was likely to be more tedious than ever. ‘I have only to look at him and say whether I know him or not. I shall be back before dark.’


She blew down her nose with a little sigh, and went out without looking at Pitt again. General Balantyne walked into the hall, collected his coat from the waiting butler, and accompanied Pitt out into the rain just as the coachman drove around from the mews and stopped at the curbside for them.


They rode in silence. Pitt did not want to prejudice the identification by discussing the case beforehand, and he felt no compulsion to make small talk of other things.


The carriage stopped a short distance from the mortuary, and Pitt and the general alighted and walked up the path, still silent. Inside, the duty attendant appeared startled to see a gentleman of Balantyne’s obvious quality, but he recognized Pitt, and conducted them to the body without hesitation.


‘There you are, sir.’ He whipped back the sheet with the air of a conjurer producing a rabbit.


Like Pitt before him, the general’s eyes went straight to the mutilation, not even glancing at the face. He took a deep breath and let it out. He had seen death before, a great deal of death, almost all of it by the violence of war or the ravages of disease. What made this uniquely appalling to him was that it had happened deliberately, here at home in the streets of London. The inexpert dismemberment was not the accident of random cannonfire, but looked to be the result of a passionate and individual hatred for one man in particular.


What man? The general looked up at the face. Pitt, watching him carefully, saw the start of recognition.


‘General?’ He lifted his voice only a little.


Balantyne looked up slowly. Pitt could not read the emotions in his eyes. Balantyne was an exceedingly private man, unused to the comforts of fellow sympathy. Pitt could never really understand him; their backgrounds were worlds apart. Balantyne was the last of generations of soldiers who had served monarch and country with unquestioning sacrifice in every foreign war since the days of Agincourt, whereas Pitt was the son of a country gamekeeper convicted unjustly of some petty offense. Pitt had grown up on the estate of his master and been educated to his excellent, almost beautiful diction, to provide companionship to the son of the house and to encourage the boy in his studies. Pitt’s hunger had been a challenge, and not infrequently a reproach to spur the boy out of indolence.


Yet he liked Balantyne, even admired him. He was a man who lived as strictly by the code he believed in as had any ancient knight or monk.


‘Do you know him?’ he prompted, although the question was now no more than academic; the answer was in the general’s face.


‘Of course,’ Balantyne replied quietly. ‘It is Max Burton, who used to be my footman.’




Two


GRACIE CAME RUSHING INTO the parlor with the early editions of the afternoon newspapers. Her face was suffused with color, her eyes as round as gooseberries. ‘Oh, ma’am! There’s been an ’orrible murder – most terrible in London’s ’istory o’ crime, it says ’ere. Doin’s as’d make a strong man go white to ’is knees!’


‘Indeed?’ Charlotte did not stop her sewing. Newspapers always dealt in hyperbole – who stops in a January street to buy a paper that tells of the ordinary?


Gracie was horrified at her indifference. ‘No, ma’am – I really means it! It was dreadful! ’E was all ’acked to pieces, in a place as wot a lady wouldn’t even know of! Leastways not as she’d put words to and still call ’erself a lady. The papers is right, ma’am. There’s a terrible maniac loose in the Devil’s Acre – and maybe them preachers is right and the Last Days is come, and it’s Satan ’isself!’ Gracie’s face went pale as the apparition formed in her mind.


‘Nonsense!’ Charlotte said sharply. She could see that if she was not careful she would have a case of hysterics on her hands. ‘Here, give me the papers, and go and get on with the vegetables or we shall have no dinner. If the master comes home out of this weather and there is nothing hot for him, he will be most displeased.’


It was an idle threat. Gracie held Pitt in immense respect; he was the master, after all. And beyond that he was a policeman and therefore represented the Law. And then there were the fascinating and dangerous things he must know! Shocking things! Worse than in the papers! But she was not in the least afraid of him. He was not the sort of person to put a servant out on the street for one neglected meal, and she knew it.


‘It’s ’orrible, ma’am,’ she repeated, wagging her head to prove she had been right from the beginning. ‘Do you want as I should use that cabbage tonight, or the turnips?’


‘Both,’ Charlotte replied absently, already absorbed in the newspapers herself.


Gracie accepted the dismissal and went back to the kitchen, turning the morning’s events over in her mind. It was a source of great satisfaction to her that she worked for a lady – a real lady – not one of your jumped-up social climbers as fancied theirselves better than they was, but one as was born into the Quality, and grew up in a house with real servants, a Staff, a butler as had a pantry of his own, and a separate cook and kitchenmaids and parlormaids and upstairs maids and the like – and footmen! None of Gracie’s sisters or friends had a mistress like that! Gracie enjoyed considerable distinction because of it, and was able to tell other girls what was what and how things should be done proper.


Of course Charlotte had come down in the world a bit since then; a policeman was not a gentleman – everyone knew that. But still there were times when it was very exciting! The tales she could tell – if she chose! But of course such things were far better hinted at than recounted in detail. She had her loyalties.


And, to tell the truth, she did not entirely approve of the way her mistress sometimes got herself involved in police goings-on. More than once she had actually had some face-to-face contact with people as had done murders. Looking for people like that, even if they turned out to be from the Quality, was no thing for a lady to do.


Gracie shook her head and tipped the turnips out into the sink and began to wash and peel them. Unless she was very mistaken in her judgment, her mistress was shaping up nicely to start meddling into something again. She had that restless look about her, fiddling with things and putting them down half done, writing letters to her sister Emily as was now Viscountess Ashworth. Married above herself, that one. Not that she wasn’t very nice, the few times that Gracie had seen her. More often Charlotte went to visit her at her grand house in Paragon Walk. And who could blame her for that?


Gracie drifted into a pleasant dream of what a Viscountess’s house might be like. No doubt she would have beautiful footmen, all tall and handsome, and wearing livery, too! A man did look good in livery, no matter what anyone said!


In the evening when Pitt came home, Charlotte was waiting for him. She had read the newspapers thoroughly because the appalling corpse had been discovered in Pitt’s area; she knew it was quite likely that the call he had received before dawn that morning had to do with the murder.


Of course the case was not one in which she would be able to give any help, unfortunately. She was ready for the challenge, even the danger of another investigation, but the man had been found in a location she knew nothing whatsoever about, except by repute. And Lambert Gardens, where apparently he had lived, was not part of her family’s social circle, so she could offer no assistance there either.


Still, perhaps if he was prepared to discuss it with her, she could at least use her wits. She had not been unskilled at divining motives in the past, and the nature of human beings had much in common whatever the circumstances.


She hurried to meet her husband as soon as she heard the front door close, even before Gracie could get there. She took his coat, hung it up to dry, and then turned immediately to kiss him. His face felt cold. She knew he must be tired; it was over twelve hours since he had left, without breakfast. Her senses told her to restrain her curiosity at least until he had finished supper. She led the way into the parlor and talked about nothing of consequence while Pitt thawed out in front of the fire until Gracie served the meal.


By nine o’clock she considered that tact had been paid more than its due. ‘The constable who came for you this morning,’ she began. ‘Was that because of the corpse in the Devil’s Acre?’


A trace of bleak humor flickered across his face. When Charlotte tried being subtle with him, he usually saw through it, so she had abandoned the effort. Anyhow, she had not had time to prepare and approach the whole subject in a more devious fashion.


‘Yes,’ he said guardedly. ‘But Lambert Gardens, which is where he lived, is not your family’s social circle. There is nothing you can do to help.’


She was not tactically inept. ‘No, of course not,’ she said. ‘But it is impossible not to be interested. The newspapers are full of it this evening.’


He pulled a face.


She changed her line of attack. ‘Do be careful, Thomas. It sounds as if there is some dreadful madman loose. I mean, it isn’t a sane sort of crime, is it? What do you suppose a man like Dr. Pinchin was doing in the Devil’s Acre anyway? Did he have a practice there? The newspapers said he was a very respectable man.’ She was not entirely convinced; she had known plenty of ‘respectable’ people herself. All the adjective really meant was that they were either clever enough or fortunate enough to have maintained an excellent façade. Behind it there might be anything at all.


Pitt smiled, his eyes uncomfortably clear. ‘Thank you, my dear, but you have no need to be anxious for me. I don’t expect to prowl the Acre alone. I shall be in no danger from madmen.’


She debated whether to be hurt and pretend he had misunderstood her, but decided rapidly that it would not work. ‘Of course not,’ she said. ‘Perhaps I was being silly. I dare say Dr. Pinchin was not nearly as respectable as the newspapers suggested. After all, they would have to be very careful of what they said, and the poor man is only just dead.’ She looked up, wide-eyed and totally candid. ‘Did he have a family?’


‘Charlotte!’


‘Yes, Thomas?’


He let out his breath in a sigh. ‘This is not a case you can involve yourself in. Dr. Pinchin was not the only victim – he was the second that we know of, and whatever is going on, it has its cause in the Devil’s Acre. The other body was found there, too. It is not a domestic crime, Charlotte. It does not involve the sort of motives you are good at.’


She ignored the compliment. ‘Another one? I didn’t know that! The newspapers didn’t say anything. Are you keeping it secret? Who was it?’
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