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  For Natalie


  in celebration of the growth of the spirit


  and the triumph of the soul




  AND HE SAID, Ye have taken away my gods


  which I made, and the priest and ye are gone




  away; and what have I more?




  Judges 19:24
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  It was a solecism of the very worst kind. He sneezed loudly, wetly, and quite unforgivably into the woman's face. He'd been holding it back for three-quarters of an hour, fighting it off as if it were Henry Tudor's vanguard at the Battle of Bosworth. But at last he'd surrendered. And after the act, to make matters worse, he immediately began to snuffle.




  The woman stared. She was exactly the type whose presence always reduced him to blithering idiocy. At least six feet tall, dressed in that wonderfully insouciant mismatch of clothing so characteristic of the British upper classes, she was ageless, timeless, and she peered at him through razor blue eyes, the sort that must have reduced many a parlourmaid to tears forty years ago. She had to be well over sixty, possibly closer to eighty, but one could never tell. She sat bolt upright in her seat, hands clasped in her lap, a finishing-school posture which made no concessions towards comfort.




  And she stared. First at his Roman collar, then at his undeniably dripping nose.




  Do forgive, darling. A thousand apologies. Let's not allow a little faux pax like a sneeze to come between such a friendship as ours. He was always so amusing when engaged in mental conversations. It was only aloud that everything became a terrible muddle.




  He snuffled again. Again she stared. Why on earth was she travelling second class? She'd swept into the carriage at Doncaster, like a creaking Salome with rather more than seven veils to her ensemble, and for the remainder of the trip she'd alternated between imbibing the railway's foul-smelling tepid coffee and staring at him with a disapproval that shouted Church of England at every available opportunity.




  And then came the sneeze. Unimpeachably correct behaviour from Doncaster to London might have somehow excused his Roman Catholicism to her. But, alas, the sneeze condemned him for ever.




  ‘I … ah … that is … if you'll excuse…’ It was simply no good. His handkerchief was deep within his pocket. To reach it he would have to loosen his grasp on the battered attaché case in his lap, and that was unthinkable. She would just have to understand. We aren't talking about a breach of etiquette here, madam. We are talking about MURDER. Upon that thought, he snuffled with self-righteous vigour.




  Hearing this, the woman sat even more correctly in her seat, every fibre of her body straining to project disapproval. Her glance said it all. It was a chronicle of her thoughts, and he could read each one: Pitiful little man. Pathetic. Not a day under seventy-five and looking positively every second of it. And so very much what one would expect of a Catholic priest: a face with three separate nicks from a poor job at shaving; a crumb of morning toast embedded in the corner of his mouth; shiny black suit mended at elbows and cuffs; squashed hat rimmed with dust. And that dreadful case in his lap! Ever since Doncaster, he had been acting as if she'd boarded the train with the deliberate intention of snatching it from him and hurling herself out the window. Lord!




  The woman sighed and turned away from him as if seeking salvation. But none was apparent. His nose continued to dribble until the slowing of the train announced that they were finally approaching their journey's end.




  She stood and scourged him with a final look. ‘At last I understand what you Catholics mean by purgatory,’ she hissed and swept down the aisle to the door.




  ‘Oh dear,’ muttered Father Hart. ‘Oh dear, I suppose I really have…’ But she was gone. The train had come to a complete halt under the vaulted ceiling of the London station. It was time to do what he had come to the city to do.




  He looked about to make sure that he was in possession of all his belongings, a pointless operation since he had brought nothing with him from Yorkshire save the single attaché case that had as yet not left his grip. He squinted out the window at the vast expanse of King's Cross Station.




  He had been more prepared for a station like Victoria — or at least the Victoria he remembered from his youth — with its comforting old brick walls, its stalls and buskers, these last always staying one step ahead of the Metropolitan Police. But King's Cross was something altogether different: long stretches of tiled floor, seductive advertisements hanging from the ceiling, newsagents, tobacconists, hamburger shops. And all the people — many more than he had expected — in queues for tickets, gobbling down hurried snacks as they raced for trains, arguing, laughing, and kissing goodbye. Every race, every colour. It was all so different. He wasn't sure he could bear the noise and confusion.




  ‘Getting out, Father, or planning to stop t' night?’




  Startled, Father Hart looked up into the ruddy face of the porter who had helped him find his seat earlier that morning upon the train's departure from York. It was a pleasant North Country face with the winds of the moors etched upon it in a hundred separate blood vessels that rode and broke near the surface of his skin.




  His eyes were flinty blue, quick and perceptive. And Father Hart felt them like a touch as they slid in a friendly but querying movement from his face to the attaché case. Tightening his fingers round the handle, he stiffened his body, hoping for resolution and getting an excruciating cramp in his left foot instead. He moaned as the pain balled hotly to its zenith.




  The porter spoke anxiously. ‘Maybe you oughtn't be travellin' alone. Sure you don't need no help, like?’




  He did, of course he did. But no one could help. He couldn't help himself.




  ‘No, no. I'm off this very moment. And you've been more than kind. My seat, you know. The initial confusion.’




  The porter waved his words away. ‘Don't mind that. There's lots of folks don't realize them tickets means reserved. No harm done, was there?’




  ‘No. I suppose…’ Father Hart drew in a quick, sustaining breath. Down the aisle, out the door, find the Tube, he told himself. None of that could be as insurmountable as it seemed. He shuffled towards the exit. His case, clutched two-handed upon his stomach, bounced with each step.




  Behind him, the porter spoke. ‘'Ere, Father, the door's a bit much. I'll see to 't.’




  He allowed the man space to get past him in the aisle. Already two surly-looking railway cleaners were squeezing in the rear door, rubbish sacks over their shoulders, ready to prepare the train for its return trip to York. They were Pakistani and, although they spoke English, Father Hart found that he couldn't understand a single word beneath the obfuscation of their accents.




  The realization filled him with dread. What was he doing here in the nation's capital where the inhabitants were foreigners who looked at him with cloudy, hostile eyes and immigrant faces? What paltry good could he hope to do? What silliness was this? Who would ever believe—?




  ‘Need some help. Father?’




  Father Hart finally moved decisively. ‘No. Fine. Simply fine.’




  He negotiated the steps, felt the concrete platform beneath his feet, heard the calling of pigeons high in the vaulted ceiling of the station. He began to make his distracted way down the platform towards the exit and Euston Road.




  Behind him again he heard the porter. ‘Someone meeting you? Know where you're going? Where you off to now?’




  The priest straightened his shoulders. He waved a goodbye. ‘Scotland Yard,’ he replied firmly.




  St Pancras Station, directly across the street from King's Cross, was such an architectural antithesis of the latter that Father Hart stood for several moments simply staring at its neo-Gothic magnificence. The clamour of traffic in Euston Road and the malodorous belching of two diesel-fuelled lorries at the pavement's edge faded into insignificance. He was a bit of an architecture buff, and this particular building was architecture gone wild.




  ‘Good heavens, that's wonderful,’ he murmured, tilting his head to have a better view of the railway station's peaks and valleys. ‘A bit of a cleaning and she'd be a regular palace.’ He looked about absently, as if he would stop the next passer-by and give a discourse on the evils that generations of coal fires had wrought upon the old building. ‘Now, I wonder who…’




  The two-note siren of a police van howled suddenly down Caledonian Road, shrieking through the intersection on to Euston Road. It brought the priest back to reality. He shook himself mentally, part in irritation but another, greater part in fear. His mind was wandering daily now. And that signalled the end, didn't it? He swallowed a gagging lump of terror and sought new determination. His eyes fell upon the scream of a headline across the morning paper propped up on a nearby newsstand. He stepped towards it curiously. RIPPER STRIKES AT VAUXHALL STATION!




  Ripper! He shrank from the words, cast a look about, and then gave himself over to one quick paragraph from the story, skimming it rapidly lest a closer perusal betray an interest in morbidity unseemly in a man of the cloth. Words, not sentences, caught his sight. Slashed … semi-nude bodies … arteries … severed … victims male …




  He shivered. His fingers went to his throat and he considered its true vulnerability. Even a Roman collar was no certain protection from the knife of a killer. It would seek. It would plunge.




  The thought was shattering. He staggered back from the newsstand, and mercifully saw the Underground sign a mere thirty feet away. It jogged his memory.




  He groped in his pocket for a map of the city's Underground system and spent a moment painstakingly perusing its crinkled surface. ‘The Circle Line to St James's Park,’ he told himself. And then again with more authority, ‘The Circle Line to St James's Park. The Circle Line to St James's Park.’




  Like a Gregorian chant, he repeated the sentence as he descended the stairs. He maintained its metre and rhythm up to the ticket window and did not cease until he had placed himself squarely on the train. There he glanced at the other occupants of the car, found two elderly ladies watching him with unveiled avidity, and ducked his head. ‘So confusing,’ he explained, trying out a timid smile of friendship. ‘One gets so turned about.’




  ‘All kinds is what I'm tellin' you, Pammy,’ the younger of the two women declared to her companion. She shot a look of practised, chilling contempt at the cleric. ‘Disguised as anything, I hear.’ Keeping her watery eyes on the confused priest, she dragged her withered friend to her feet, clung to the poles near the door, and urged her out loudly at the very next stop.




  Father Hart watched their departure with resignation. No blaming them, he thought. One couldn't trust. Not ever. Not really. And that's what he'd come to London to say: that it wasn't the truth. It only looked like the truth. A body, a girl, and a bloody axe. But it wasn't the truth. He had to convince them, and … Oh Lord, he had so little talent for this. But God was on his side. He held on to that thought. What I'm doing is right, what I'm doing is right, what I'm doing is right. Replacing the other, this new chant took him right to the doors of New Scotland Yard.




  ‘So damned if we don't have another Kerridge-Nies confrontation on our hands,’ Superintendent Malcolm Webberly concluded. He paused to light a thick cigar that immediately permeated the air with a nasty pall of smoke.




  ‘Christ in heaven, Malcolm, open a window if you insist on smoking that thing,’ his companion replied. As chief superintendent, Sir David Hillier was Webberly's superior, but he liked to let his men run their individual divisions in their own way. He himself would never dream of launching such an olfactory assault so shortly before an interview, but Malcolm's ways were not his own and they had never been proven ineffectual. He moved his chair to escape the worst of the fumes and let his eyes take in the worst of the office.




  Hillier wondered how Malcolm ever managed his department as efficiently as he did, given his bent for chaos. Files and photographs and reports and books covered every surface. There were empty coffee cups and overfull ashtrays and even a pair of ancient running shoes high on a shelf. Just as Webberly intended, the room looked and smelt like the disordered digs of an undergraduate: cramped, friendly, and fusty. Only an unmade bed was missing. It was the sort of place that made gathering, lingering, and talking easy, that bred camaraderie among men who had to work as a team. Clever Malcolm, Hillier thought. Five or six times shrewder than his ordinary, stoop-shouldered, overplump looks would indicate.




  Webberly pushed himself away from his desk and played about with the window, grunting and straining with the latch before finally forcing it open. ‘Sorry, David. I always forget.’ He sat back down at his desk, surveyed its litter with a melancholy gaze, and said, ‘What I didn't need was this right now.’ He ran one hand back through his sparse hair. Ginger once, it was now mostly grey.




  ‘Trouble at home?’ Hillier asked carefully, eyes fixed on his gold signet ring. It was a difficult question for both of them since he and Webberly were married to sisters, a fact that most of the Yard knew nothing about, of which the two men themselves rarely spoke.




  Their relationship was one of those quirks of fate in which two men find themselves locked together in a number of ways which are generally better not discussed between them. Hillier's career had mirrored his marriage. Both were successful, deeply satisfying. His wife was perfection: a rock of devotion, an intellectual companion, a loving mother, a sexual delight. He admitted that she was the very centre of his existence, that his three children were merely tangential objects, pleasant and diverting, but nothing at all of real importance compared to Laura. He turned to her — his first thought in the morning, his last thought at night — for virtually every need in his life. And she met each one.




  For Webberly it was different: a career that was, like the man, plodding along, one not brilliant but cautious, filled with countless successes for which he rarely took credit, for Webberly simply was not the political animal he needed to be to succeed at the Yard. Thus, no knighthood loomed seductively on his professional horizon, and this was what had put the enormous strain upon the Webberly marriage.




  Knowing that her younger sister was Lady Hillier clawed at the fabric of Frances Webberly's life. It had turned her from a shy but complacent middle-class housewife to a social climber of the pushiest kind. Dinner parties, cocktail parties, dreary buffets which they could ill afford were given for people in whom they had no interest, all of them part of what Frances perceived as her husband's climb to the top. And to them all the Hilliers faithfully went, Laura out of sad loyalty to a sister with whom she no longer lovingly communicated and Hillier himself to protect Webberly as best he could from the piercingly cruel comments Frances often made publicly about her husband's lacklustre career. Lady Macbeth incarnate, Hillier thought with a shudder.




  ‘No, not there,’ Webberly was responding. ‘It's merely that I thought I'd got Nies and Kerridge sorted out years ago. To have a confrontation crop up again between them is disconcerting.’




  How typical of Malcolm to take responsibility for the foibles of others, Hillier thought. ‘Refresh my memory on their last fray,’ he said. ‘It was a Yorkshire situation, wasn't it? Gypsies involved in a murder?’




  Webberly nodded. ‘Nies heads up the Richmond police.’ He sighed heavily, forgetting for a moment to blow the smoke from his cigar towards the open window. Hillier strained not to cough. Webberly loosened his tie a fraction and absently fingered the frayed collar of his white shirt. ‘An old gypsy woman was killed up there three years ago. Nies runs a tight CID. His men are meticulous, accurate to the last detail. They conducted an investigation and arrested the old crone's son-in-law. It was an apparent dispute over the ownership of a garnet necklace.’




  ‘Garnets? Were they stolen?’




  Webberly shook his head, tapping his cigar against a dented tin ashtray on his desk. The action dislodged debris from previous cigars, which drifted like dust to mingle with papers and manila folders. ‘No. The necklace had been given to them by Edmund Hanston-Smith.’




  Hillier sat forward in his chair. ‘Hanston-Smith?’




  ‘Yes, you're remembering it now, aren't you? But that case was after all this. The man arrested for the old woman's murder — Romaniv, I think his name was — had a wife. About twenty-five years old and beautiful in the way only those women can be: dark, olive-skinned, exotic’




  ‘More than a bit enticing to a man like Hanston-Smith?’




  ‘In truth. She got him to believe that Romaniv was innocent. It took a few weeks — Romaniv hadn't come up before the assizes yet. She convinced Hanston-Smith that the case needed to be reopened. She swore that they were only being persecuted because of their gypsy blood, that Romaniv had been with her the entire night in question.’




  ‘I imagine her charms made that easy to believe.’




  Webberly's mouth quirked. He stubbed out the tip of his cigar in the ashtray and clasped his freckled hands over his stomach. They effectively hid the stain on his waistcoat. ‘From the later testimony of Hanston-Smith's valet, the good Mrs Romaniv had no trouble keeping even a man of sixty-two more than busy for one entire night. You'll recall that Hanston-Smith was a man of some considerable political influence and wealth. It was no difficult matter for him to convince the Yorkshire constabulary to become involved. So Reuben Kerridge — he's still Yorkshire's chief constable in spite of all that happened — ordered Nies' investigation reopened. And, to make matters worse, he ordered Romaniv released.’




  ‘How did Nies react?’




  ‘Kerridge is his superior officer, after all. What could he do? Nies was wild with anger, but he released Romaniv and ordered his men to begin again.’




  ‘It would seem that releasing Romaniv, while making his wife happy, would bring a premature end to Hanston-Smith's joy,’ Hillier noted.




  ‘Well, of course, Mrs Romaniv felt duty-bound to thank Hanston-Smith in the manner to which he'd become so accustomed. She slept with him one last time — wore the poor bloke out until the wee hours of the morning, if I have the story straight — and then let Romaniv into the house.’ Webberly looked up at a sharp knock on the door. ‘The rest, as they say, is a bit of bloody history. The pair murdered Hanston-Smith, took everything they could carry, got to Scarborough, and were out of the country before dawn.’




  ‘And Nies' reaction?’




  ‘Demanded Kerridge's immediate resignation.’ The knock sounded again. Webberly ignored it. ‘He didn't get it, however. But Nies' mouth has been watering like the devil for it ever since.’




  ‘And here we are back with them again, you say.’




  A third knock, much more insistent. Webberly called entrance to Bertie Edwards, the Met's head of forensics, who entered the room in his usual brisk manner, scribbling on his clipboard and speaking to it at the same time. To Edwards, the clipboard was as human as most men's secretaries.




  ‘Severe contusion on the right temple,’ he was announcing happily, ‘followed by the main laceration to the carotid artery. No identification, no money, stripped down to the underclothes. It's the Railway Ripper, all right.’ He finished writing with a flourish.




  Hillier surveyed the little man with profound distaste. ‘Christ, these Fleet Street appellations. We're going to be haunted by Whitechapel till the end of time.’




  ‘Is this the Waterloo corpse?’ Webberly asked.




  Edwards glanced at Hillier, his face an open book in which he considered whether he should argue the merits of nameless killers being dubbed something — anything — for the sake of public awareness. He apparently rejected that line of communication, for he wiped at his forehead with the sleeve of his lab coat and turned to his immediate superior.




  ‘Waterloo.’ He nodded. ‘Number eleven. We've not quite finished Vauxhall yet. Both are typical of the Ripper victims we've seen. Transient types. Broken nails. Dirty. Badly cut hair. Body lice as well. King's Cross is still the only one out of sync, and that's the bloody devil after all these weeks. No ID. No missing-person's call on him yet. I can't make it out.’ He scratched his head with the end of his pen. ‘Want the Waterloo snap? I've brought it.’




  Webberly waved towards the wall on which were already posted the photographs of the twelve recent murder victims, all of them killed in an identical manner in or near London railway stations. Thirteen murders now in just over five weeks. The papers were screaming for an arrest. As if he were oblivious to this, Edwards whistled airily between his teeth and rooted on Webberly's desk for a drawing-pin. He carried the latest victim to the wall.




  ‘Not a bad shot.’ He stepped back to admire his work. ‘Sewed him up quite nice.’




  ‘Jesus!’ Hillier exploded. ‘You're a ghoul, man! At least have the decency to remove that filthy coat when you come here! Have you no sense at all? We've women on these floors!’




  Edwards wore the guise of patient attention, but his eyes flicked over the chief superintendent and lingered longest on the fleshy neck that hung over his collar and on the thick hair that Hillier liked to have called leonine. Edwards shrugged at Webberly in mutual understanding. ‘Quite the gent, he is,’ he commented before leaving the room.




  ‘Sack him!’ Hillier shouted as the door shut behind the pathologist.




  Webberly laughed. ‘Have a sherry, David,’ he said. ‘It's in the cabinet behind you. We none of us ought to be here on a Saturday.’




  Two sherries considerably palliated Hillier's irritation with the pathologist. He was standing before Webberly's display wall, staring morosely at the thirteen photographs.




  ‘This is one hell of a mess,’ he noted sourly. ‘Victoria, King's Cross, Waterloo, Liverpool, Blackfriars, Paddington. God damn it, man, why can't he at least be alphabetical!’




  ‘Maniacs often lack that little organizational touch,’ Webberly responded placidly.




  ‘Five of these victims don't even have names, for God's sake,’ Hillier complained.




  ‘ID is always removed, so are money and clothes. If there's no missing-person report filed, we start with prints. You know how long something like that takes, David. We're doing our best.’




  Hillier turned round. The one thing he knew for a certainty was that Malcolm would always do his absolute best and would quietly remain in the background when the kudos was given. ‘Sorry. Was I frothing?’




  ‘A bit.’




  ‘As usual. So this new Nies–Kerridge squabble? What's it all about?’




  Webberly glanced at his watch. ‘Another Yorkshire murder being disputed, no less. They're sending someone down with the data. A priest.’




  ‘A priest? Christ — what kind of case is this?’




  Webberly shrugged. ‘Evidently he's the only third party that Nies and Kerridge could agree upon to bring us the information.’




  ‘Why's that?’




  ‘Seems he found the body.’




  2




  Hillier walked to the office window. Afternoon sunlight shafted across his face, detailing lines that spoke of too many late nights, highlighting puffy pink flesh that spoke of too much rich food and port. ‘By God, this is irregular. Has Kerridge gone quite mad?’




  ‘Nies has certainly been claiming that for years.’




  ‘But to have the first person on the scene…and not even a member of the force! What can the man be thinking?’




  ‘That a priest is the only person they both can trust.’ Webberly glanced at his watch again. ‘He should be here within the hour, in fact. That's why I asked you to come down.’




  ‘To hear this priest's story? That's certainly not your style.’




  Webberly shook his head slowly. He had come to the tricky part. ‘Not to hear the story. Actually, to hear the plan.’




  ‘I'm intrigued.’ Hillier went to pour himself another sherry and held the bottle towards his friend, who shook his head. He returned to his seat and crossed one leg over the other, careful not to destroy the razor crease in his beautifully tailored trousers. ‘The plan?’ he prompted.




  Webberly poked at a stack of files on his desk. ‘I'd like Lynley on this.’




  Hillier cocked an eyebrow. ‘Lynley and Nies for a second go-round? Haven't we had trouble enough in that quarter, Malcolm? Besides, Lynley's not on rota this weekend.’




  ‘That can be dealt with.’ Webberly hesitated. He watched the other man. ‘You're letting me hang here, David,’ he said at last.




  Hillier smiled. ‘Forgive me. I was waiting to see how you were going to ask for her.’




  ‘Damn you,’ Webberly cursed softly. ‘You know me too well by half.’




  ‘Let's say I know you're too fair for your own good. Let me advise you on this, Malcolm. Leave Havers where you put her.’




  Webberly winced and swiped at a nonexistent fly. ‘It grates on my conscience.’




  ‘Don't be a bloody fool. Don't be worse than that — don't be a sentimental fool. Barbara Havers proved herself incapable of getting along with a single DI for her entire tenure in CID. She's been back in uniform these past eight months and doing a better job there. Leave her.’




  ‘I didn't try her with Lynley.’




  ‘You didn't try her with the Prince of Wales either! It's not your responsibility to keep moving detective sergeants around until they find a little niche in which they can grow old happily. It's your responsibility to see that the flaming job gets done. And no job got done with Havers on it. Admit it!’




  ‘I think she's learned from the experience.’




  ‘Learned what? That being a truculent pigheaded little bitch is not likely to advance her up the ranks?’




  Webberly let Hillier's words scathe the air between them. ‘Well,’ he said finally, ‘that was always the problem, wasn't it?’




  Hillier recognized the sound of defeat in his friend's voice. That was indeed the problem: advancing through the ranks. God, what an ignorant thing to say. ‘Forgive me, Malcolm.’ He quickly finished his sherry, an act that gave him something to do other than look at his brother-in-law's face. ‘You deserve my job. We both know it, don't we?’




  ‘Don't be absurd.’




  But Hillier stood. ‘I'll put a call out for Havers.’




  Detective Sergeant Barbara Havers tugged the door of the super's office shut, walked stiffly past his secretary, and made her way into the corridor. She was white with rage.




  God! God, how dare they! She pushed her way past a clerk, not bothering to stop when the folders he was carrying slipped from his grasp and scattered. She marched right through them. Who did they think they were dealing with? Did they think she was so stupid she couldn't see the ploy? God damn them! God damn them!




  She blinked, telling herself that there would be no tears, that she would not cry, that she would not react. The sign LADIES appeared miraculously in front of her and she ducked inside. No one was present. Here, it was cool. Had it really been so hot in Webberly's office? Or had it been her outrage? She fumbled at her tie, jerked it loose, and stumbled over to the basin. The cold water gushed out of the tap beneath her fumbling fingers, sending a spray on to her uniform skirt and across her white blouse. That did it. She looked at herself in the mirror and burst into tears.




  ‘You cow,’ she sneered. ‘You stupid, ugly cow!’ She was not a woman easily given to tears, so they were hot and bitter, tasting strange and feeling stranger as they coursed down her cheeks, making unattractive rivulets across what was an extremely plain, extremely pug-like face.




  ‘You're a real sight, Barbara,’ she upbraided her reflection. ‘You're an absolute vision!’ Sobbing, she twisted away from the basin, resting her head against the cool tile of the wall.




  At thirty years old, Barbara Havers was a decidedly unattractive woman, but a woman who appeared to be doing everything possible to make herself so. Fine, shiny hair the colour of pinewood might have been suitably styled for the shape of her face. But instead she wore it cut bluntly at an unforgivable length just below her ears as if a too-small bowl had been placed upon her head for a model. She used no make-up. Heavy, unplucked eyebrows drew attention to the smallness of her eyes rather than to their fine intelligence. A thin mouth, never heightened in any way by colour, was pressed permanently into a disapproving frown. The entire effect was that of a woman stubby, sturdy, and entirely unapproachable.




  So they've given you the golden boy, she thought. What a treat for you, Barb! After eight miserable months, they bring you back from the street ‘for another chance’ — and all the while it's Lynley!




  ‘I will not,’ she muttered. ‘I will not do it! I will not work with that sodding little fop!’




  She pushed herself away from the wall and returned to the basin. She ran cold water into it carefully this time, bending to bathe her hot face and scrub away the incriminating sign of her tears.




  ‘I'd like to give you another opportunity in CID,’ Webberly had said. He'd been fingering a letter-opener on his desk, but she'd noticed the Ripper photos on the walls and her heart had soared. To be on the Ripper! Oh God, yes! When do I start? Is it with MacPherson?




  ‘It's a peculiar case involving a girl up in Yorkshire.’ Oh, so it's not the Ripper. But, still, it's a case. A girl, you say? Of course I can help. Is it Stewart, then? He's an old hand in Yorkshire. We'd work well together. I know we would.




  ‘In fact, I'm expecting to receive the information in about three-quarters of an hour. I'll need you here then — if you're interested, that is.’ If I'm interested! Three-quarters of an hour gives me time to change. Have a bite to eat. Get back here. Then be on the late train to York. Will we meet up there? Shall I see about a car?




  ‘I'll need you to pop round to Chelsea before then, I'm afraid.’




  The conversation ground to a sudden halt. ‘To Chelsea, sir?’ What on earth had Chelsea to do with all this?




  ‘Yes,’ Webberly said easily, dropping the letter-opener on to the general clutter on his desk. ‘You'll be working with Inspector Lynley, and unfortunately we've got to pull him out of the St James wedding in Chelsea.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘The wedding was at eleven, so no doubt they're well into the reception by now. We've been trying to raise him on the phone, but apparently it's been left off the hook.’ He looked up in time to see the shock on her face. ‘Something wrong, Sergeant?’




  ‘Inspector Lynley?’ She saw it all at once, the reason they needed her, the reason why no one else would really quite do.




  ‘Yes, Lynley. Is there a problem?’




  ‘No, no problem at all.’ And then, as an afterthought, ‘Sir.’




  Webberly's shrewd eyes evaluated her response. ‘Good. I'm glad to hear it. There's a lot you might learn from working with Lynley.’ Still the eyes watched, gauging her reaction. ‘Try to be back here as fast as you can.’ He gave his attention back to the papers on his desk. She was dismissed.




  Barbara looked at herself in the mirror and fumbled in the pocket of her skirt for a comb. Lynley. She tugged the plastic through her hair mercilessly, dragging it against her scalp, abrading the skin, welcoming the pain. Lynley! It was only too obvious why they'd brought her back out of uniform. They wanted Lynley on the case. But they needed a woman as well. And every person in Victoria Street knew that there wasn't a female in CID who was safe near Lynley. He'd slept his way through department and division, leaving a trail of the discarded behind him. He had the reputation of a racehorse put out to stud and, from all the tales told, the endurance as well. She angrily shoved the comb back into her pocket.




  So, how does it feel, she demanded of her reflection, to be the one lucky woman whose virtue is quite secure in the presence of the almighty Lynley? No wandering hands while our Barb's in the car! No confidential dinners to ‘go over our notes’. No invitations to Cornwall to ‘think the case out’. No fear here, Barb. God knows that you're safe with Lynley. In her five years working in the same division with the man, she was certain he'd managed to avoid so much as saying her name, let alone having a single second's foul contact with her. As if a grammar-school background and a working-class accent were social diseases that might infect him if he were not scrupulously careful to keep himself clear of them.




  She left the room and stalked down the corridor towards the lift. Was there anyone in all of New Scotland Yard whom she hated more than she hated Lynley? He was a miraculous combination of every single thing that she thoroughly despised: educated at Eton, a first in history at Oxford, a public-school voice, and a bloody family tree that had its roots somewhere just this side of the Battle of Hastings. Upper class. Bright. And so damnably charming that she couldn't understand why every criminal in the city simply didn't surrender to accommodate him.




  His whole reason for working at the Yard was a joke, a flaming little myth that she didn't believe for a moment. He wanted to be useful, to make a contribution. He preferred a career in London to life on the estate. What a ruddy good laugh!




  The lift doors opened and she punched furiously for the garage. And hadn't his career been convenient and sweet, purchased lock, stock, and barrel with the family funds? He bought his way right into his current position and he'd be a Commissioner before he was through. God knew inheriting that precious title hadn't hurt his chances for success one bit. He'd gone from sergeant to inspector in record time straight away. Everyone knew why.




  She headed for her car, a rusty Mini in the far corner of the garage. How nice to be rich, to be titled like Lynley, to work only for a lark, and then to swing home to the Belgravia townhouse or, better yet, fly to the Cornish estate. With butlers and maids and cooks and valets.




  And think of it, Barb: picture yourself in the presence of such greatness. What shall you do? Shall you swoon or vomit first?




  She flung her handbag into the rear seat of the Mini, slammed the door, and started the car with a sputter and a roar. The wheels squealed on the pavement as she ascended the ramp, nodded brusquely towards the officer on guard in the kiosk, and headed for the street.




  The light weekend traffic made getting from Victoria Street to the Embankment a manoeuvre of a few minutes only, and, once there, the mild breeze of the October afternoon cooled her temper, calmed her nerves, and coaxed her into forgetting her indignation. It was a pleasant drive, really, to the St James house.




  Barbara liked Simon Allcourt-St James, had liked him from the first time she had met him ten years ago when she was a nervous twenty-year-old probationary police constable all too aware of being a woman in a closely guarded man's world where women police were still called Wopsies after a few drinks. And she'd been called worse than that — she knew it. Damn them all to hell. To them, any woman who aspired to CID was a bona-fide freak and made to feel that way. But to St James, two years her senior, she had been an acceptable colleague, even a friend.




  St James was now an independent forensic scientist, but he had begun his career at the Yard. By his twenty-fourth birthday, he was the very best of the scene-of-crime men, quick, observant, intuitive. He could have gone in any direction: investigations, pathology, administration, anywhere. But it had all ended one night eight years ago on a drive with Lynley, a wild junket through the back roads of Surrey. They had both been drunk — St James was always prompt to admit this fact. But everyone knew that it was Lynley who had been driving that night, Lynley who had lost control on a curve, Lynley who had walked away without a scratch while his childhood friend, St James, had emerged a cripple. And, although he could have continued his career at the Yard, St James had instead retired to a family house in Chelsea, where for the next four years he had lived like a recluse. Score that to old Lynley, she thought sourly.




  She couldn't believe that St James had actually maintained his friendship with the man. But he had, and something, some sort of quirky situation, had cemented their relationship nearly five years ago and had brought St James back into the field where he belonged. Score that, she thought reluctantly, to Lynley as well.




  She pulled the Mini into an available space in Lawrence Street and walked back along Lordship Place towards Cheyne Row. Not far from the river, it was an area of the city where elaborate white plaster and woodwork decorated deep umber brick buildings and black paint restored the wrought iron at windows and balconies. In keeping with the village that Chelsea once had been, the streets were narrow, metamorphosed into bright autumn tunnels by sycamores and elms. St James' house stood on a corner, and as she passed by the high brick wall that fenced in the garden, Barbara heard the sounds of the party in progress. A voice was raised in a toast. Shouts of approval followed applause. An old oak door in the wall was closed, but that was just as well. Dressed as she was, she hardly wanted to burst into the festivities as if she were making an arrest.




  She rounded the corner to find the front door of the tall, old house open to the late-afternoon sun. The sound of laughter floated towards her, the pure tones of silver and china, the popping of champagne, and somewhere in the garden the music of violin and flute. There were flowers everywhere, right out on to the front steps where the balustrades were twined with white and pink roses that filled the air with a heady perfume. Even the balconies above held potted convolvuluses that tumbled trumpet-shaped flowers in a riot of colours over the edge.




  Barbara drew in a breath and mounted the steps. There was no point to knocking, for although several guests near the door gave her inquisitive glances as she hesitated outside in her ill-fitting uniform, they strolled back towards the garden without speaking to her, and it soon became apparent that if she wanted to find Lynley she would have to barge right into the wedding reception to do so. The thought made her more than a little bit ill.




  She was about to retreat cravenly to her car to retrieve an old mackintosh that would at least cover up her clothes — too tight in the hips and straining the material at shoulder and neck — when the sounds of footsteps and laughter close by directed her attention to the stairway in the hall. A woman was descending, calling over her shoulder to someone who remained on the floor above.




  ‘Just the two of us are going. You must come as well and we'll make a party of it, Sid.’ She turned, saw Barbara, and stopped where she was, one hand on the banister. It was very nearly a pose, for she was the kind of woman who could manage to make yards of haphazardly arranged teal-coloured silk look like the very latest word in haute couture. She was not particularly tall, but very slender, with a fall of chestnut hair framing a perfect oval face. From the dozens of times she had been to fetch Lynley from the Yard, Barbara recognized her at once. She was Lynley's longest-running mistress and St James' lab assistant, Lady Helen Clyde. Lady Helen completed her descent and crossed the hall to the door. So confident, Barbara noted, so completely self-possessed.




  ‘I've the most dreadful feeling that you've come for Tommy,’ she said immediately, extending her hand. ‘Hello. I'm Helen Clyde.’




  Barbara introduced herself, surprised at the firmness of the woman's grip. Her hands were thin, very cool to the touch. ‘He's wanted at the Yard.’




  ‘Poor man. How miserable. How damnably unfair.’ Lady Helen spoke more to herself than to the other woman, for she suddenly shot Barbara an apologetic smile. ‘But it's not your fault, is it? Come, he's just this way.’




  Without waiting for a reply, she moved down the hallway to the garden door, giving Barbara no choice but to follow. However, at her first glimpse of the cluster of linen-covered tables at which fashionably clad guests chatted and laughed, Barbara stepped quickly back into the dimly lit hall. Her fingers wandered up to her neck.




  Lady Helen paused, her dark eyes reflective. ‘Shall I search Tommy out for you?’ she offered with another quick smile. ‘It's a crush out there, isn't it?’




  ‘Thank you,’ Barbara replied stiffly and watched her walk across the lawn to a group standing in merry conversation round a tall man who managed to look as if somehow he'd been born wearing morning dress.




  Lady Helen touched his arm and said a few words. The man looked towards the house, revealing a face that bore the unmistakable stamp of aristocracy. It was a Greek sculpture sort of face, unaccountably timeless. He brushed his blond hair back from his forehead, placed his champagne glass on a table nearby, and, after exchanging a quip with one of his friends, came towards the house with Lady Helen at his side.




  From the safety of the shadows, Barbara watched Lynley's approach. His movements were graceful, fluid, like a cat's. He was the handsomest man she had ever seen. She loathed him.




  ‘Sergeant Havers.’ He nodded when they joined her. ‘I'm not on call this weekend.’ Barbara read the implication clearly: You're interrupting me, Havers.




  ‘Webberly sent me, sir. Ring him if you like.’ She didn't look at him directly as she replied but, rather, focused her eyes somewhere just over his left shoulder.




  ‘But surely he knows that today's the wedding, Tommy,’ Lady Helen protested mildly.




  Lynley let out his breath in a puff of anger. ‘Damn and blast, of course he knows.’ He glanced out at the lawn, then sharply back to Barbara. ‘Is this Ripper business? I'd been told that John Stewart would join MacPherson.’




  ‘It's business in the North as far as I know. Some girl's involved.’ Barbara thought he'd appreciate that piece of information. Some spice to the case, just the way he liked it: a tart for dessert. She waited for him to demand the particulars that, no doubt, were first and foremost on his mind: age, marital status, and measurements of the damsel whose distress he was only too willing to alleviate.




  His eyes narrowed. ‘In the North?’




  Lady Helen laughed regretfully. ‘Well, there go our plans to go dancing tonight, Tommy darling, and I was just persuading Sidney to come as well.’




  ‘I suppose it can't be helped,’ Lynley replied; But he moved abruptly from the shadows into the light, and both the tightness of the movement and the play of a repressed reaction on his face told Barbara how irritated he really was.




  Lady Helen evidently saw this as well, for she spoke again cheerfully. ‘Of course, Sid and I could easily go dancing alone. With androgyny the rage, no doubt one of us might be taken for a man no matter how we dress. Or there's Jeffrey Cusick. We could telephone him.’ It was somehow a personal joke between them and it had its desired effect, for Lynley relaxed into a smile. He followed it with a dry chuckle.




  ‘Cusick? My God, these are desperate times.’




  ‘Oh, you may laugh,’ Lady Helen replied and did so herself, ‘but he took us to Royal Ascot when you were far too busily engaged in some bloodthirsty murder watch at St Pancras Station. Cambridge men, you see, have all sorts of fine qualities.’




  Lynley laughed outright, ‘Among which is the tendency to look like a penguin when formally dressed.’




  ‘You dreadful creature!’ Lady Helen gave her attention to Barbara. ‘May I at least offer you some lovely crab salad before you drag Tommy back to the Yard? Years ago, I was served the most terrifying egg sandwich there. If the food's not improved, this may be your last chance to eat well today.’




  Barbara glanced at her watch. She sensed an undercurrent of urgency in Lynley and knew quite well that he wanted her to accept the invitation so that he'd have a few more minutes with his friends before being called back to duty. She wasn't about to accommodate him. ‘There's a meeting in twenty minutes, I'm afraid.’




  Lady Helen sighed. ‘Well, that's hardly enough time to do it the justice it deserves. Shall I wait for you, Tommy, or shall I phone Jeffrey?’




  ‘Don't do that,’ Lynley responded. ‘Your father would never forgive you for putting your future into the hands of Cambridge.’




  She smiled. ‘Very well. If you're off, then, let me fetch the bride and groom to bid you farewell.’




  His face altered swiftly. ‘No. Helen. I … just make my excuses.’




  A look passed between them, something said without being said. ‘You must see them, Tommy,’ Lady Helen murmured. There was another pause, a compromise being sought. ‘I'll tell them you're waiting in the study.’ She left quickly, giving Lynley no chance to respond.




  He uttered something inaudible under his breath, following Lady Helen with his eyes as she wove back through the crowd. ‘Have you brought a car?’ he asked Barbara suddenly and started down the hall, away from the celebration.




  Nonplussed, she followed. ‘A Mini. You're not exactly dressed for its splendour.’




  ‘I'll adjust, I'm sure. Chameleon-like. What colour is it?’




  She was puzzled by the query, an ill-concealed attempt to make conversation as they walked to the front of the house. ‘Mostly rust, I'm afraid.’




  ‘My favourite.’ He held open a door and motioned her into a dark room.




  ‘I'll just wait in the car, sir. I've left it—’




  ‘Stay here, Sergeant.’ It was a command.




  Reluctantly, she preceded him. The curtains had been drawn; the only light came from the door which they had opened. But Barbara could see it was a man's room, richly panelled in dark oak and filled with shelves of books, well-used furniture, and an atmosphere redolent of comfortable old leather and the fragrance of Scotch.




  Lynley gravitated absently to a wall that was covered with framed photographs and stood there quietly, his eyes on a portrait that was central to the display. It had been taken in a cemetery, and the man who was its subject bent to touch the inscription on a tombstone whose carving had long since been obliterated by time. The skilful composition of the piece directed the viewer's eyes not to the awkward leg brace that distorted the man's posture but to the piercing interest that lit his gaunt face. Studying the picture, Lynley seemed to have forgotten her presence.




  The moment, Barbara decided, was probably as good as any to give him the news.




  ‘I'm off the street,’ she announced bluntly. ‘That's why I've come, if you're wondering.’




  He turned slowly towards her. ‘Back in CID?’ he asked. ‘Good for you, Barbara.’




  ‘But not for you.’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘Well, someone's got to tell you, since Webberly obviously hasn't. Congratulations: you're stuck with me.’ She waited to see his look of surprise. When it was evident that none was forthcoming, she pushed on. ‘Of course, it's damned awkward having me assigned to you — don't think I don't know it. I can't figure out what Webberly wants.’ She was stumbling on, barely hearing her own words, uncertain whether she was trying to forestall or provoke his inevitable reaction: the sharp explosion of anger, the movement to the telephone to demand an explanation, or, worse, the icy politeness that would last until he got the superintendent behind closed doors. ‘All that I can think is that there's no one else available or that I've got some sort of wonderful latent talent that only Webberly knows of. Or maybe it's a bit of a practical joke.’ She laughed, a little too loudly.




  ‘Or perhaps you're the best for the job,’ Lynley finished. ‘What do you know about the case?’




  ‘I… nothing. Only that—’




  ‘Tommy?’ They swung around at the sound of the voice, the single word spoken as if on a breath. The bride stood in the doorway, a spray of flowers in one hand and others tucked into the tumble of coppery hair that fell round her shoulders and down her back. Backlit from the hallway, she looked in her ivory dress as if she were surrounded entirely by a cloud, a Titian creation come to life. ‘Helen tells me you're leaving…?’




  Lynley appeared to have nothing to say. He felt in his pockets, brought out a gold cigarette case, opened it, and then snapped it shut with a flash of annoyance. During this operation, the bride watched him, the flowers in her hand trembling momentarily.




  ‘It's the Yard, Deb,’ Lynley finally answered. ‘I have to go.’




  She watched him without speaking, fingering a pendant she wore at her throat. Not until he met her eyes did she reply. ‘What a disappointment for everyone. It's not an emergency, I hope. Simon told me last night that you might be reassigned to the Ripper case.’




  ‘No. Just a meeting.’




  ‘Ah.’ She looked as if she might say something more — indeed, she began to do so — but instead she turned to Barbara with a friendly smile. ‘I'm Deborah St James.’




  Lynley rubbed his forehead. ‘Lord, I am sorry.’ Mechanically, he completed the introduction. ‘Where's Simon?’




  ‘He was right behind me, but I think Dad caught him. He's absolutely terrified to let us off on our own, certain I'll never take care of Simon well enough.’ Her laughter bubbled up. ‘Perhaps I should have considered the problems of marrying a man my father is so inordinately fond of. “The electrodes,” he keeps lecturing me. “You mustn't forget to see to his leg every morning.” I think he's told me that ten times today.’




  ‘I imagine it was all you could do to keep him from going on the honeymoon as well.’




  ‘Well, of course, they've not been apart for more than a day since…’ She stopped suddenly, awkwardly. Their eyes met. She bit the inside of her lip and an ugly flush stained her cheeks.




  There was an immediate, anxious silence between them, the kind in which the most telling sort of communication exists in body language and tension in the air. It was finally — mercifully, Barbara decided — broken by the sound of slow, painfully uneven footsteps in the hall, awkward harbinger of Deborah's husband.




  ‘I see that you've come to capture Tommy.’ St James paused in the doorway but continued to speak quietly, as was his habit, to direct attention away from his disability and put others at ease in his presence. ‘That's a strange twist on tradition, Barbara. Time was when the brides were kidnapped, not the best man.’




  He was, Barbara decided, very much Hephaestus to Lynley's Apollo. Aside from his eyes, the satin blue of a highland sky, and his hands, the sensitive tools of an artist, Simon Allcourt-St James was singularly unattractive. His hair was dark, unruly with curls, and haphazardly cut in a way that did nothing to make it manageable. His face was a combination of aquilinity and angles, harsh in repose, forbidding in anger, yet vibrant with good nature when softened by his smile. He was sapling thin, but not sapling sturdy, a man who had known too much pain and sorrow at far too young an age.




  Barbara smiled as he joined them, her first genuine smile of the entire afternoon. ‘But even best men are generally not kidnapped to New Scotland Yard. How are you, Simon?’




  ‘Fine. Or so my father-in-law continues to tell me. Lucky as well. It seems he saw it all from the beginning. He knew it directly the day of her birth. You've been introduced to Deborah?’




  ‘Only just now.’




  ‘And we can keep you no longer?’




  ‘Webberly's called a meeting,’ Lynley put in. ‘You know how that is.’




  ‘How I do. Then, we won't ask you to stay. We're off ourselves in a very little while. Helen has the address if anything should come up.’




  ‘Don't give a thought to that.’ Lynley paused as if he were not quite sure what to do next. ‘My warmest congratulations, St James,’ he settled on saying.




  ‘Thank you,’ the other man replied. He nodded to Barbara, touched his bride's shoulder lightly, and left the room.




  How odd, Barbara thought. They didn't even shake hands.




  ‘Will you go to the Yard dressed like that?’ Deborah asked Lynley.




  He looked at his clothes ruefully. ‘Anything to keep up my reputation as a rake.’ They laughed together. It was a warm communication that died as suddenly as it had risen. From it grew yet another little silence.




  ‘Well,’ Lynley began.




  ‘I'd a speech all planned,’ Deborah said quickly, looking down at her flowers. They trembled once again in her hand and a shower of baby's breath fell to the floor. She raised her head. ‘Something … it was just the kind of thing Helen might say. Talk about my childhood, Dad, this house. You know the sort of thing. Witty and clever. But I'm absolutely pathetic at that sort of thing. Quite out of my depth. A hopeless incompetent.’ She looked down again to see that a very small dachschund had come into the study and carried in its jaws a woman's sequined handbag. The dog placed the bag at Deborah's satin-shod feet, supremely confident that the offering had merit. A tail wagged in the friendliest fashion. ‘Oh, no! Peach!’ Laughing, Deborah bent to retrieve the purloined article, but when she straightened, her green eyes glittered with tears. ‘Thank you, Tommy. For everything. Really. For it all.’




  ‘The best, Deb,’ he said lightly in reply. He went to her, hugged her quickly to him, and brushed a kiss against her hair.




  And it came to Barbara, as she stood there watching, that for some reason St James had left the two of them together precisely so that Lynley could do just that.




  3




  The body had no head. That single, grisly detail was the most prominent feature of the police photographs that were being passed among the three CID officers gathered at the circular table in the Scotland Yard office.




  Father Hart looked nervously from one face to the next, and he fingered the tiny silver rosary in his pocket. It had been blessed by Pius XII in 1952. Not an individual audience, of course. One could never hope for that. But certainly that trembling, numinous hand making the sign of the cross over two thousand reverential pilgrims counted for a powerful sort of something. Eyes closed, he'd held the rosary high above his head as if somehow that would allow the Pope's blessing to strike it more potently.




  He was well on his way into the third decade of the sorrowful mysteries when the tall, blond man spoke.




  ‘“What a blow was there given,”’ he murmured, and Father Hart looked his way.




  Was he a policeman? Father Hart couldn't understand why the man was dressed so formally, but now, upon hearing the words, he looked at him hopefully. ‘Ah, Shakespeare. Yes. Just the very thing somehow.’ The big man with the awful cigar looked at him blankly. Father Hart cleared his throat and watched them continue to scrutinize the pictures.




  He'd been with them for nearly a quarter of an hour and in that time barely a word had been exchanged. A cigar had been lit by the older man, the woman had twice bitten off something she'd intended to say, and nothing more had occurred until that line from Shakespeare.




  The woman tapped her fingers restlessly on the top of the table. She at least was some sort of police person. Father Hart knew that by the uniform she wore. But she seemed so entirely unpleasant with her tiny, shifting eyes and her grim little mouth. She would never do. Not what he needed. Not what Roberta needed. What should he say?




  The horrid photographs continued to be passed among them. Father Hart did not need to see them. He knew far too well what they captured. He'd been there first, and it was all so unspeakably engraved on his mind. William Teys sprawled out on his side — all six feet four of him — in a ghastly, quasi-foetal position, right arm extended as if he'd been reaching for something, left arm curled into his stomach, knees drawn up halfway to his chest, and where the head had been … there was simply nothing. Like Cloten himself. But no Imogen there to awaken in horror by his side. Just Roberta. And those terrifying words: ‘I did it. I'm not sorry.’




  The head had rolled into a mound of sodden hay in a corner of the stall. And when he'd seen it … Oh God, the stealthy eyes of a barn rat glittered in the cavity — quite small, of course — but the quivering grey snout was brilliant with blood and the tiny paws dug! Our Father, who art in heaven…Our Father, who art in heaven…Oh, there's more, there's more and I can't remember it now!




  ‘Father Hart.’ The blond man in the morning coat had removed his reading spectacles and had taken from his pocket a gold cigarette case. ‘Do you smoke ?’




  ‘I…yes, thank you.’ The priest snatched quickly at the case so that the others might not see how his hand trembled. The man passed the case to the woman, who shook her head sharply in refusal. A silver lighter was produced. It all took a few moments, blessed time to allow him to gather together his fragmented thoughts.




  The blond man relaxed in his chair and studied a long line of photographs that had been posted on one of the walls of the office. ‘Why did you go to the farm that day, Father Hart?’ he asked quietly, his eyes moving from one picture to the next.




  Father Hart squinted myopically across the room. Were those pictures of suspects? he wondered hopefully. Had Scotland Yard seen fit to begin pursuing this malevolent beast already? He couldn't tell, wasn't even certain from this distance that the photographs were of people at all.




  ‘It was Sunday,’ he replied as if that would somehow say everything.




  The blond man turned his head at that. Surprisingly, his eyes were an engaging brown. ‘Were you in the habit of going to Teys' farm on Sundays? For dinner or something?’




  ‘Oh … I … excuse me, I thought the report, you see…’ This would never do. Father Hart sucked eagerly at the cigarette. He looked at his fingers. The nicotine stains climbed past every joint. No wonder he'd been offered one. He shouldn't have forgotten his own, should have bought a packet back at King's Cross. But there was so very much then.…He puffed hungrily at the tobacco.




  ‘Father Hart?’ the older man said. He was obviously the blond's superior. They'd all been introduced but he'd stupidly forgotten their names. The woman's he knew: Havers. Sergeant, by her garments. But the other two had slipped his mind. He gazed at their grave faces in mounting panic.




  ‘I'm sorry. You asked …?’




  ‘Did you go to Teys' farm every Sunday?’




  Father Hart made a determined effort to think clearly, chronologically, systematically for once. His fingers sought the rosary in his pocket. The cross dug into his thumb. He could feel the tiny corpus stretched out in agony. Oh Lord, to die that way. ‘No,’ he answered in a rush. ‘William is … was our precentor. Such a wonderful basso profundo. He could make the church ring with sound and I…’ Father Hart took a ragged breath to put himself back on the track. ‘He'd not come to Mass that morning, nor had Roberta. I was concerned. The Teys never miss Mass. So I went to the farm.’




  The cigar smoker squinted at him through the pungent smoke. ‘Do you do that for all your parishioners? Must certainly keep them in line if you do.’




  Father Hart had smoked his cigarette down to the filter. There was nothing for it but to stub it out. The blond man did the same although his was not half-smoked. He brought out the case and offered another. Again the silver lighter appeared; the flame caught, produced the smoke that seared his throat, soothed his nerves, numbed his lungs.




  ‘Well, it was mostly because Olivia was concerned.’




  A glance at the report. ‘Olivia Odell?’




  Father Hart nodded eagerly. ‘She and William Teys, you see, had just become engaged. The announcement was to be made at a small tea that afternoon. She'd rung him several times after Mass but got nothing. So she came to me.’




  ‘Why didn't she go out there herself?’




  ‘She wanted to, of course. But there was Bridie and the duck. He'd got lost somehow, the usual family crisis, and she couldn't be settled down until he was recovered.’




  The three others glanced at one another warily. The priest reddened. How absurd it all sounded! He plunged on. ‘You see, Bridie is Olivia's little girl. She has a pet duck. Well, not really a pet, not in the actual sense.’ How could he explain all of it to them, all the twists and turns of their village life? Even the predominantly Catholic persuasion of the villagers was odd in an English village.




  The blond man spoke, kindly. ‘So while Olivia and Bridie were looking for the duck, you went out to the farm.’




  ‘That's so exactly right. Thank you.’ Father Hart smiled gratefully.




  ‘Tell us what happened when you arrived.’




  ‘I went to the house first, but no one was there. The door wasn't locked, and I remember thinking that was strange. William always locked everything tight as a drum if he went out. He was peculiar that way. Insisted I do the same with the church if I wasn't about. Even when the choir practised on Wednesdays, he never once left until every person was gone and I'd seen to the doors. That's the way he was.’




  ‘I imagine his unlocked house gave you a bit of a turn,’ the blond man said.




  ‘It did, really. Even at one o'clock in the afternoon. So, when I couldn't raise anyone with a knock’ — he looked at them all apologetically — ‘I suppose I walked right in.’




  ‘Anything peculiar inside?’




  ‘Nothing at all. It was perfectly clean, as it always was. There was, however…’ His eyes shifted to the window. How to explain?




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘The candles had burned down.’




  ‘Have they no electricity?’




  Father Hart looked at them earnestly. ‘These are votive candles. They were always lit. Always. Twenty-four hours a day.’




  ‘For a shrine, you mean?’
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  Playing for the Ashes





  ‘A very fine writer … George's juxtaposition of the two strands is brilliantly and subtly achieved … in the end they interlock in a deeply shocking vortex’ The Times





  When the body of England's leading batsman, Kenneth Fleming, is discovered in the burnt-out shell of a country cottage, it looks like a clear-cut case of arson. Further investigation reveals an almost embarrassing multitude of suspects for murder: from Fleming's lover to his son, nearly everyone in contact with Fleming seems to have a motive — and an opportunity.





  Inspector Lynley and his partner, Barbara Havers, are called in from Scotland Yard to help the local police force. They find a torment of twisted familial relationships and broken dreams — and as he brings the murderer to justice, Lynley must bear the weight of his own conscience.





  ‘An adult and meaty crime story’





  Daily Mail
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  Elena Weaver, in her skimpy dresses and bright jewellery, exuded intelligence and sexuality. A student at St Stephen's College, Cambridge, she lived a life of casual but intense physical and emotional relationships, with scores to settle and targets to achieve. Until someone, lying in wait on the bank of the River Cam, where Elena went running every morning, bludgeoned the young woman to death.





  Called into the rarefied world of academia, Inspector Thomas Lynley and his partner Barbara Havers find a tangled skein of love, obsession and desire — a maelstrom of emotion that has claimed Elena Weaver's life.





  ‘A fascinating psychological picture of people under pressure’





  Penelope Fitzgerald
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  Inspector Thomas Lynley, 8th Earl of Asherton, feels some trepidation as he introduces his bride-to-be to his mother at the ancestral home of Howenstow in Cornwall. But Lynley's private concerns are soon forgotten as the brutal murder of a local journalist, requires him to focus on the professional, rather than the personal.





  The investigation tears apart powerful ties of love and friendship, shattering the tranquillity of the picturesque Cornish community and exposing a long-buried family secret. Its consequences irrevocably alter the course of Thomas Lynley's life.





  ‘A very good writer indeed’





  Jessica Mann
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  ELIZABETH GEORGE





  Well-Schooled in Murder





  ‘Impressive. Her form is by P.D. James and her characters by Dorothy Sayers.’ Newsweek





  The quiet, confident atmosphere of Bredgar Chambers School is shattered by the discovery of the body of one of its pupils in a country churchyard. Who murdered the brilliant boy, and why? How did his body get from the school to the distant churchyard? Why had he lied about his exact destination?





  Inspector Thomas Lynley and his partner, Barbara Havers, find their investigations hampered by the code of honour and loyalty that prevails in the old and distinguished public school. But they discover within the confines of that privileged community a culture of cruelty that stretches back across the generations.





  ‘Life and death in an enclosed society — excellent’ Mail on Sunday
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