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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our

  series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we

  are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent

  of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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          ‘Who has not heard of the vale of Cashmere . . . ?’




          Thomas Moore, Lalla-Rookh


        


      


    


  









  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  When I first began to write murder mysteries — ‘whodunits’ — I would try to write at least two thousand words every day: Sundays excepted. If I managed

  to exceed that, I would credit the extra number to a day on which I knew that some unavoidable official duty or social engagement would prevent me writing at all. It was my way of keeping track of

  the length of each chapter and controlling the overall length of the book, and at the end of each day I would make a note against the date of the number of words I had written and considered worth

  keeping. Which is why I have on record the exact day and date on which I first met my future husband, Goff Hamilton, then a Lieutenant in that famous Frontier Force Regiment, the Corps of

  Guides.




  It was on a Monday morning and the date was 2 June 1941, and I happened at that time to be living in Srinagar, the capital city of Kashmir, which is one of the loveliest countries in the world.

  Goff, who was up on short leave, fishing, had called in to give me a letter that he had promised a mutual friend to deliver by hand. I presume I wrote something that day, since I was actually at

  work on my daily quota when he arrived. But there is no entry against that date — or against a long string of dates that followed.




  The manuscript stopped there, halfway through a chapter. Because what with getting married, having two children, working for the WVS and also for a propaganda magazine, and living in a state of

  perpetual panic for fear that Goff would not get back alive from Burma, there was no time to spare for writing novels. It was not until the war was over and the British had quit India, the Raj

  become no more than a memory and Goff and I and the children were in Scotland, living in an army quarter in Glasgow and finding it difficult to make ends meet, that I remembered that I could write,

  and decided that it was high time I gave the family budget a helping hand.




  I therefore dug out that dog-eared and dilapidated student’s pad in which I had begun a book that I had tentatively entitled There’s a Moon Tonight, and read the two and a

  half chapters I had written during that long-ago springtime in Kashmir.




  It didn’t read too badly, so I updated it to the last months of the Raj instead of the first year of the war, and when I had finished it, posted it in some trepidation to a well-known firm

  of literary agents in London, who fortunately for me, liked it. I was summoned to London, where I was handed over to one of their staff, a Mr Scott, who was considered the most suitable person to

  deal with my work on the grounds that he himself ‘knew a bit about India’. He turned out to be the Paul Scott who had already written three books with an Indian setting, and would one

  day write The Raj Quartet and Staying On, and as he became a great friend of mine, my luck was clearly in that day. I hope that it stays in, so that readers will enjoy this story of a

  world that is gone and of a country that remains beautiful beyond words, despite mankind’s compulsive and indefatigable efforts to destroy what is beautiful!




  I would also like to mention here that having recently seen the TV versions of Paul’s Jewel in the Crown and my own Far Pavilions, and been constantly irritated by hearing

  almost every Indian word mispronounced (some even in several different ways!), I have decided to let any readers who may be interested learn, by way of a guide which follows, the pronunciation that

  my characters would have used in their day. In some cases no syllable is accented, in others the syllable on which the accent falls will be in italic type, and the rest in roman. The

  spelling will be strictly phonetic because too many words were not pronounced as they were spelt, e.g. marg (meadow), though spelt with an ‘a’, was pronounced murg! And so

  on . . . Thus leading to considerable confusion!









  PRONUNCIATION GUIDE




  The right-hand column shows how each word should be pronounced: the stress is on the italicized syllable(s).




  

    

      

        


          	

            Apharwat


          



          	

            Apper-waat


          

        




        

          	

            Banihal


          



          	

            Bunny-harl


          

        




        

          	

            Baramulla


          



          	

            Bara-mooler


          

        




        

          	

            Bulaki


          



          	

            Bull-ar-ki


          

        




        

          	

            bunnia


          



          	

            bun-nia


          

        




        

          	

            chaprassi


          



          	

            ch’prassi


          

        




        

          	

            chenar


          



          	

            ch’nar


          

        




        

          	

            Chota Nagim


          



          	

            Choter N’geem


          

        




        

          	

            chowkidar


          



          	

            chowk-e-dar


          

        




        

          	

            Dāl


          



          	

            Darl


          

        




        

          	

            feringhi


          



          	

            fer-ung-ghi


          

        




        

          	

            ghat


          



          	

            gaut


          

        




        

          	

            Gulmarg


          



          	

            Gul-murg (Gul rhymes with pull)


          

        




        

          	

            Hari Parbat


          



          	

            Hurry Purr-but


          

        




        

          	

            Hazratbal


          



          	

            Huz-raatbaal


          

        




        

          	

            Jhelum


          



          	

            Gee-lum


          

        




        

          	

            khansamah


          



          	

            khan-sah-ma


          

        




        

          	

            khidmatgar


          



          	

            kit-ma-gar


          

        




        

          	

            Khilanmarg


          



          	

            Killan-murg


          

        




        

          	

            maidan


          



          	

            my-darn


          

        




        

          	

            mānji


          



          	

            maan-jee


          

        




        

          	

            marg


          



          	

            murg


          

        




        

          	

            memsahib


          



          	

            mem-sarb


          

        




        

          	

            Nagim Bagh


          



          	

            N’geem Barg


          

        




        

          	

            Nedou


          



          	

            Nee-doo


          

        




        

          	

            pashmina


          



          	

            push-mina


          

        




        

          	

            Peshawar


          



          	

            P’shower


          

        




        

          	

            Rawalpindi


          



          	

            R’l’pindi


          

        




        

          	

            sahib


          



          	

            sarb


          

        




        

          	

            shikara


          



          	

            shic-karra


          

        




        

          	

            Srinagar


          



          	

            Sr’in-nugger


          

        




        

          	

            Takht-i-Suliman


          



          	

            Tucked-e-Sul-eman


          

        




        

          	

            Tanmarg


          



          	

            Tun-murg


          

        




        

          	

            tonga


          



          	

            tong-ah
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  PART ONE




  

    GULMARG


  




  

    

      

        

          ‘The white peaks ward the passes, as of yore,




          The wind sweeps o’er the wastes of Khorasan; –




          But thou and I go thitherward no more.’




          Laurence Hope, Yasin Khan


        


      


    


  




  

    

  




  Chapter 1




  Afterwards Sarah could never be quite sure whether it was the moonlight or that soft, furtive sound that had awakened her. The room that except for

  the dim and comforting flicker of a dying fire had been dark when she fell asleep was now full of a cold, gleaming light. And suddenly she was awake . . . and listening.




  It was scarcely more than a breath of sound, coming from somewhere outside the rough pinewood walls that divided that isolated wing of the rambling hotel into separate suites. A faint, irregular

  rasping, made audible only by the intense, frozen silence of the moonlit night.




  A rat, thought Sarah, relaxing with a small sigh of relief. It was absurd that so small a thing should have jerked her out of sleep and into such tense and total wakefulness. Her nerves must be

  getting out of hand. Or perhaps the height had something to do with it? The hotel stood over eight thousand feet above sea-level, and Mrs Matthews had said——




  Mrs Matthews! Sarah’s wandering thoughts checked with a sickening jar as though she had walked into a stone wall in the dark.




  How was it that awakening in that cold night she had been able, even for a few minutes, to forget about Mrs Matthews?




  Less than a week ago, in the first days of January, Sarah Parrish and some thirty-odd skiing enthusiasts from all parts of India had arrived up in Gulmarg, that cluster of log cabins that lies

  in a green cup among the mountains of the Pir Panjal, more than three thousand feet above the fabled ‘Vale of Kashmir’. They had come to attend what was, for most of them, their last

  meeting of the Ski Club of India. For this was 1947, and the date for India’s independence — the end of the Raj and the departure of the British — had been set for the following

  year.




  Beautiful mountain-locked Kashmir was one of India’s many semi-independent princely states which, by treaty, were in effect ‘protectorates’ of the Government of India, ruled

  over by hereditary Maharajahs, Nawabs, Rajas or Ranas who were ‘advised’ by a British Resident. And though access to this particular State was not easy, since it is walled in on every

  side by high mountains, it has been regarded for centuries as an ideal hot-weather retreat from the burning plains — the Great Moguls, in their day, making the journey on elephants, horses or

  in palanquins.




  The British had followed where the Moguls led, and made it one of their favourite playgrounds. But because the State would not permit them to buy or own land in Kashmir, they had taken to

  spending their holidays there in houseboats on its lovely lakes, in tents among the pines and deodars, or in rented log cabins in Gulmarg, which is little more than a grassy bowl among the

  mountains that overlook the main valley. A bowl that some homesick Briton (presumably a Scotsman?) converted into a series of admirable golf-courses, and which during the winter and early spring is

  blanketed deep in snow.




  Every year, during this latter period, the Ski Club of India would hold one or more of its meetings in Gulmarg. And on these occasions the rambling, snow-bound, summer hotel would be opened to

  accommodate members and their friends. This year had been no exception, and anyone and everyone who could possibly manage to get there had done so. The weather had been perfect and the party a gay

  one: until, with shocking suddenness, tragedy had struck.




  Mrs Matthews — grey-haired, sociable, delightful — had been picked up dead from among the snow-covered boulders near the foot of the Blue Run.




  She had not been missed until late afternoon on the previous day, as dusk was falling and the skiers converging on the welcoming lights of the hotel — straggling up from the nursery

  slopes, or down from the snowfields of Khilanmarg that lie high above Gulmarg, where the pine forests end. Even then it had been supposed that she was in her room.




  She was there now. They had brought her back to it and laid her on the bed, and Sarah wondered, with a little prickling of the scalp, if the comparative warmth of the narrow, pineboard room had

  been sufficient to thaw the dreadful stiffness from those frozen, contorted limbs.




  A terrified coolie, bringing firewood to the hotel, had stumbled upon that sprawling figure in the dusk, and Sarah had seen her carried in: a grotesque jumble of widespread arms and legs that

  could not be bent or decently straightened.




  Sarah had liked Mrs Matthews — everyone liked Mrs Matthews — and the unexpected sight of that rigid corpse had filled her with such shuddering nausea that, unable to face the

  prospect of food, she had retired early and supperless to bed and had taken a long time to fall asleep. Now all at once she was wide awake; and with little prospect of dropping off again while her

  room remained bright with moonlight, and that faint rasping sound frayed at her nerves.




  Strange that there should be rats up here in winter, with the snow lying deep for so many months and the huts shuttered and deserted. Hadn’t she once read somewhere that they could not

  stand extreme cold? Perhaps Kashmiri rats were different . . . Sarah tossed and turned restlessly, and wondered irritably what had possessed her to draw back the curtains? At the time, it had

  seemed pleasant to lie and look out at the snow and the night sky, but she should have realized that sooner or later the moon would shine into the verandah and reach the window of her room.




  Earlier in the evening, because the atmosphere of her small bedroom had seemed close and stuffy after the crisp night air outside, she had half opened her bathroom window and left wide the

  communicating door between the two rooms. But the logs that had blazed in the fireplace a few hours ago were now only a handful of grey ash, and the room was very cold.




  The prospect of getting out of bed in order to draw the curtains and close the bathroom window was not a pleasant one and Sarah shivered at the thought. Yet now, in addition to feeling cold, she

  was also beginning to feel hungry and regret foregoing her supper, and there was a tin of biscuits on the bathroom shelf. She could fetch a handful and close the window and the bedroom curtains at

  the same time. Reaching out a reluctant hand for the fur coat that was doing duty as an extra blanket, she huddled it about her shoulders and slid out of bed. Her soft, sheep-skin slippers were

  ice-cold to her shrinking toes, but they made no sound as she crossed the room and went through the open doorway into the bathroom.




  The small, wooden-walled suites in this wing of the hotel were all alike, each consisting of a bed-sitting room, plus a narrow, primitive bathroom, the back door of which opened onto two or

  three shallow wooden steps that led down to a path used only by those hotel servants whose duty it was to clean the bathrooms or to carry up hot water for the small tin bathtubs.




  Sarah did not bother to switch on the light, for the open window allowed the cold glimmer of moonlight on snow to fill the unlit bathroom with a pale glow that was more than enough to see by.

  But she had taken no more than two steps when she stopped short, listening to that barely audible sound that she had supposed to be the gnawing of a rat. It was clearer now — and it could not

  possibly be a rat, because rats did not gnaw metal. Sarah stood quite still, holding her breath and straining to hear. There it was again! So soft a sound that had it not been for her opened door

  and window she would never have heard it. The stealthy rasp of a file on metal.




  This time it was followed by the faint rattle of a window-frame; though there was no breath of wind. And suddenly she realized what it meant. Someone outside was trying, with infinite caution,

  to file through the fastening of a window. Not her own, for that stood open. Whose, then?




  The room to her left was unoccupied, and since the one immediately beyond it belonged to Major McKay of the Indian Medical Service, who held strong views on the value of fresh air and boasted of

  sleeping with every window wide in all weathers, it could not be either of those. The room on her right was occupied by a Miss Rushton, a girl in her mid-twenties, while in the one beyond it,

  between Miss Rushton’s room and one occupied by a Colonel Gidney, lay the body of Mrs Matthews.




  Sarah shivered at the thought of that locked room and its silent occupant, and clenching her teeth to stop them chattering, moved cautiously forward until, standing flat against the wall, she

  could peer out obliquely from her half-opened window. A wide bar of shadow lay across the slope and the path below, but beyond it the snow sparkled brilliantly in the moonlight, thinning the

  shadows with reflected light so that she could see quite clearly the rickety wooden steps that led up to Janet Rushton’s bathroom door.




  There was someone standing just beyond those steps: a shapeless figure whose hands, showing dark against the weather-bleached woodwork, were busy at the level of Miss Rushton’s window.

  There was also a metal object lying on the window-sill — she could see it gleam in the reflected moonlight. A jemmy, perhaps? or some improvised crowbar?




  Sarah’s immediate reaction was one of pure rage. Mrs Matthews not twelve hours dead, and already some ghoulish coolie from the village, or a dishonest hotel servant, was breaking in to

  steal the dead woman’s belongings! Because of course it must be that, and the would-be thief had merely mistaken the window, since Janet Rushton, the girl in the next room, wore no jewellery

  and appeared to have brought little more than a change of skiing clothes and slacks with her. Which made it highly unlikely that anyone bent on random theft would take the trouble to file through

  the catch of her window. Particularly when she, Sarah — an obviously more profitable victim! — had obligingly left hers wide open!




  She decided to shout and bang upon the window, confident that this would be more than enough to scare any thief away. But even as she opened her mouth to carry out this laudable intention, the

  figure turned its head and her shout died unuttered: for it had no face . . .




  For a moment it seemed to Sarah that her heart stopped beating. Then in the next second she realized that she was looking at someone who was wearing a mask: a hood of some drab material that

  completely covered the wearer’s head and neck, and had holes cut in it for eyes. In almost the same instant she realized that the object lying upon the window-sill, so near to those

  purposeful hands, was a gun. And all at once she was afraid. Afraid as she had never been before in her short twenty-two years of life.




  This was no ordinary thief. No pilfering Kashmiri would wear a mask or carry firearms. Besides, of what use were such precautions against a dead woman? Then it must be Miss

  Rushton’s room that was his objective——




  Sarah backed away from the window inch by inch and regained her bedroom. Her breath was coming short as though she had been running, and it seemed to her as though the thudding of her heart must

  be as audible as drumbeats in the silence. Janet Rushton . . . she must warn Janet . . . Her cold fingers fumbled with the handle of the verandah door and managed to turn it. I mustn’t run,

  she thought: I must go quietly. I mustn’t make a noise . . . She forced herself to ease open the door slowly so that it made no sound.




  The narrow wooden verandah that ran the length of the wing was bright with moonlight, and outside it a sea of snow glistened like polished silver, blotched by the dark bulk of the main hotel

  buildings. In front the ground fell steeply away until it reached the more or less level ground of the golf-course and the maidan,1 beyond which it

  swept upward again to meet the inky shadows of the deodar forests and the cold brilliance of the night sky.




  It had snowed for half an hour or so earlier in the night. Snow lay thick upon the verandah rails, and a powdering of blown crystals covered the wooden floorboards with a thin, brittle carpet

  that crunched crisply under Sarah’s slippers. The small sound seemed terrifyingly loud in the frozen quiet of that silent, sleeping world: ‘Loud enough to wake the dead’ . . . the

  phrase slipped unbidden into her mind, and the picture it conjured up did nothing to lessen her tension.




  She reached Janet Rushton’s door and turned the handle; only to find that the door was locked. But either Miss Rushton was already awake or she was an exceptionally light sleeper, for

  Sarah heard a swift rustle from inside the room as though someone had sat up suddenly in bed. She tapped softly, urgently, upon the rough wooden panel of the door, and still there was no reply; but

  as though disturbed by the sound, an overhanging mass of snow at the edge of the roof detached itself and fell with a sighing flump into the snowdrift below the verandah rails, setting her

  heart racing again. And in a fresh access of panic she grasped the door handle and rattled it urgently.




  There was a swift movement from inside the room, and after a moment a voice breathed: ‘Who is it?’




  ‘It’s me — Sarah Parrish!’ whispered Sarah in ungrammatical frenzy: ‘Open the door. Quick! Oh hurry!’




  She heard a bolt withdrawn and the click of a key turned in the lock, and the door opened a few inches; a narrow slit of blackness in the moon-flooded verandah. Janet Rushton’s voice,

  curiously taut and breathless, said: ‘What is it? What do you want?’




  ‘Hush!’ begged Sarah urgently. ‘Don’t make a noise! There’s someone trying to get in through your bathroom window. You’ve got to get out of there,

  quickly. He may be in by now! I saw him — it . . .’




  Janet Rushton still did not speak and Sarah, exasperation suddenly mingling with her panic, thrust with all her strength against the close-held door and stepped over the threshold.




  A hand gripped her arm and jerked her forward into darkness, and she heard the door close behind her and the rasp of a bolt shot home. ‘Don’t move!’ whispered a voice

  beside her – a voice she would never have recognized as belonging to the gay and gregarious Miss Rushton — and the next instant something cold and hard was pressed against the side of

  her neck. Something that there could be no mistaking. A small, ice-cold ring of metal.




  Sarah stood quite still, rigid with shock, while in the darkness a hand went over her body with a swift and frightening efficiency. There was a short gasp, as if of relief; then: ‘Now tell

  me what you want,’ said the harsh whisper.




  Sarah touched her dry lips with her tongue: ‘I’ve told you. There’s someone trying to get in by your bathroom window. For heaven’s sake stop playing the fool and

  let’s get out of here!’




  The cold rim of metal did not move, but in the moment of silence that followed there came a faint and unidentifiable sound from somewhere outside the building, and suddenly the cold pressure was

  withdrawn. There was a swift movement in the darkness beside her, and Sarah was alone. She heard a door open and the sound of someone stumbling against a chair in the dark bathroom, and turning,

  groped her way to the electric light switch and pressed it down.




  The harsh yellow light of a single shaded bulb revealed a counterpart of the bare wooden walls and shabby, utilitarian furniture of her own room. It shone down upon the narrow tumbled bed and

  struck sparks from the edges of a pair of skates that lay upon the floor, lit up the slim lines of the skis that leant against the cupboard, and glinted wickedly along the short polished barrel of

  the weapon in Janet Rushton’s hand . . .




  Sarah’s eyes, narrowed against the sudden light, lifted slowly from the small, ugly weapon to the face of the girl who stood in the bathroom doorway, watching her.




  Janet Rushton was an attractive girl of the healthy, outdoor variety, whose chief claim to good looks lay in fresh colouring and abundant curly blond hair rather than in any regularity of

  feature. But there was no vestige of prettiness in the face that stared back at Sarah above the gleaming barrel of the little automatic. The blue eyes were hard and unwavering in a face so white

  and haggard with fear and desperation as to be almost unrecognizable.




  She came forward into the room, drawing the door shut behind her with her free hand without turning her gaze from Sarah’s, and said softly: ‘There was someone there: the

  window-catch has been filed through and there are marks in the snow. But whoever it was must have heard us and gone. What happened? Who was it?’




  ‘How on earth should I know?’ demanded Sarah heatedly. She had been more shaken than she would have thought possible, and her receding panic was rapidly being replaced by wrath:

  ‘I went into my bathroom to get some biscuits, and I heard a noise outside. I’d already heard it, and I thought at first it was a rat; but it was someone trying to open your window, and

  . . .’




  ‘Who was it?’ interrupted Miss Rushton in a harsh whisper.




  ‘I’ve just told you! I haven’t any idea!’




  ‘Was it a man or a woman?’




  ‘Why, a —’ Sarah checked, brows wrinkled, and after a moment’s thought said slowly: ‘A man, I suppose. I don’t really know.’




  ‘You don’t know? But that’s absurd! It’s almost as bright as day outside.’




  ‘Yes, I know. But you see he — it — was in the shadows and close against the wall. Anyway it never occurred to me that it could be a woman. I thought it was some coolie or a

  hotel thief, who meant to burgle Mrs Matthews’ room and had mistaken the window.’




  ‘Why should you think that?’ The question was sharp with suspicion.




  ‘What else should I think?’ snapped Sarah, exasperated. ‘No one is likely to raise much fuss if half Mrs Matthews’ possessions are stolen, because the chances are that no

  one will be able to say what’s missing. You can’t tell me that any ordinary sneak-thief is going to take the trouble to break in at your window when mine is already open. Of

  course I thought it was Mrs Matthews’ room he was after! I was just going to shout and scare him off, when . . . when . . .’ Sarah shivered so violently that her teeth

  chattered.




  ‘When what? Why didn’t you?’




  ‘He — it — turned its head, and it hadn’t got a face.’ Sarah shivered again. ‘I mean, it was wearing a sort of tightly fitting hood with holes for its eyes,

  and it had a gun. I – I knew then that – that it couldn’t be some ordinary little thief, and I was scared out of my wits. All I could think of was to get you out of your room

  before that creature got in. And,’ concluded Sarah stormily, exasperation and wrath overcoming her once more, ‘all I got for my pains was a gun jabbed into me!’




  Janet Rushton gave a sharp sigh and dropped the gun into the pocket of the windbreaker coat she wore over her pyjamas. She said uncertainly: ‘I – I’m most awfully sorry. It was

  terribly stupid of me. I’m afraid I lost my head. But I . . . you startled me. I’m always nervous in this country — especially in a hotel. It makes me feel safer having a gun, and

  I——’




  ‘Oh, rubbish!’ interrupted Sarah tersely. ‘You aren’t the nervous kind; I’ve seen you ski! There’s something very peculiar about all this, and I don’t

  like it. What’s going on?’




  A slow flush rose in Miss Rushton’s white face, and faded again, leaving it if possible paler than before, and all at once Sarah was smitten with compunction: the girl looked so exhausted

  and desperate. Her anger ebbed away and she smiled unexpectedly into the drawn face: ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be cross and scratchy, and I don’t want to do any of this

  “fools rushing in where angels fear to tread” stuff, but it’s beginning to look to me as though you’re in some kind of a jam. Are you? Because if you’d like any help,

  here I am. I’ve got quite a good shoulder for crying on, and a bottle of aspirin and a tin of salts in the next room. Just state your preference. We aim to please.’




  She was relieved to see an answering smile replace the look of tension upon Miss Rushton’s face. ‘That’s nice of you — considering the hysterical reception I gave

  you,’ conceded Janet in a more normal voice. ‘Thank you for coming in as you did. I can’t apologize enough for treating you like that, but you see I’ve – I’ve

  been rather worried lately. Oh, it’s only a purely personal matter — but . . . Well, I suppose I’ve been letting it get on my nerves a bit. I was half asleep when I got out of

  bed, and I didn’t realize who you were when you came bursting into my room in the dark. It was a bit unnerving, you know. I . . . I don’t know what you must think of me.’




  Her voice seemed suddenly to fail her, and she took a few jerky steps to the nearest chair, and sitting down abruptly, as though her legs could no longer support her, helped herself to a

  cigarette from a box on the table beside her and looked vaguely about her for a light.




  Sarah handed her the box of matches that stood on the chimneypiece, and said lightly: ‘You lie very badly, you know. Still, if that’s your story, you stick to it. I’m going to

  make up the fire and wait here while you smoke that cigarette, and after that, if you’re feeling any better, I’ll get back to my own room.’




  She turned to the task of stacking pine chips and fir cones from the wood-box onto the still faintly glowing embers in the fireplace, and blew them into a blaze while Miss Rushton lit the

  cigarette with uncertain fingers and smoked it in silence.




  Sarah added some dry, aromatic deodar logs to the fire and sat back on her heels: ‘There. That’ll blaze up beautifully in a minute or two. It’s a pity we haven’t got a

  kettle. I’d like to go all girlish and make a pot of tea.’




  Janet made no comment. She had been watching Sarah make up the fire: studying her intently. Now she stubbed out the end of her cigarette in the ashtray on the table, and getting to her feet,

  walked over to the fireplace and stood leaning against the chimney-piece, staring down at the bright leaping flames. Presently she said abruptly: ‘Why did you think I was lying?’




  Sarah leaned back against the side of an armchair and looked up at her with a disarming smile. ‘I didn’t think. I knew.’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘Do you really want to know?’




  ‘Yes, of course.’




  ‘Well, I’m not exactly an idiot, and as you’ve already pointed out, it’s almost as bright as day outside — and you took a good long look at me through the crack of

  that door! Half asleep, my foot! You knew exactly who you were shoving that gun into, and — well, I’m curious. That’s all.’




  The pale face above her flushed painfully in the glancing firelight, and Sarah said contritely: ‘That was rude of me. I’m sorry. You don’t have to tell me anything if you

  don’t want to, and if you’re feeling better now I’ll go back to bed. At least this business should give everyone a laugh at breakfast!’




  She stood up and held out her hand: ‘Good-night.’




  Janet Rushton looked from the outstretched hand to Sarah’s face, and turning away to pull up the small chintz-covered armchair, she sat down again and said haltingly: ‘Don’t go

  just yet . . . please! I – I’d be very grateful if you’d stay a little longer and just . . . just talk to me until I feel a bit less fraught. You don’t know what a relief it

  would be to sit back and listen to someone else, instead of sitting here by myself and – and thinking about . . . Besides, after that thief scare, I couldn’t feel less like sleeping. So

  if you could stay for a bit . . . ?’




  ‘Of course,’ agreed Sarah cheerfully, resuming her seat on the floor and clasping her arms about her knees. ‘What would you like me to talk about?’




  ‘Yourself, I think.’ Janet’s voice, which had been noticeably quiet, returned to its normal pitch, and Sarah automatically raised her own to match it.




  ‘Story of my life? “Me”, by me. Mankind’s favourite topic! All right. I’m afraid it’s not wildly enthralling, but such as it is, you shall have it.

  Let’s see . . . Well, to begin with, like most of us I’m a mixture of England–Ireland–Scotland–and–Wales, which nowadays adds up to “British” to save

  time. But I was born in Cairo of all places, because Dad was in the Foreign Service and he and Mother happened to be posted there at the time. I even have a vague recollection of being carried

  round the Pyramids, sitting in front of Mother on the back of a camel. I suppose I was about three then, and . . . But perhaps you’ve been to Egypt?’




  ‘Not yet. It’s one of the places I’ve always meant to visit one day — ever since I heard about Tutankhamun’s tomb when I was in primary school.’




  ‘I mean to go back there too, one day. To see all the things I missed. I remember a lot more about Rome, because I was older when Dad was posted there, and I still haven’t forgotten

  all my Italian — or any of the other languages I picked up at the various schools that “Foreign Service children” go to. It was a marvellous life for a child. I can’t think

  of a better one, and I only wish . . . Oh well, I don’t suppose that any of the places I remember will ever again be quite the same as they were before the war. Just as Vienna was never the

  same after the First World War! “Babylon the great is fallen, is fallen . . .”’ Sarah sighed and dropped her chin onto her clasped hands.




  ‘You were lucky,’ observed Janet. ‘My father was in the Indian Army, so like most “children of the Raj”, I and my brothers got shipped back home at a very early

  age, to be “educated”. A lot earlier for Tony and John and Jamie than for me. After that we only saw our parents about once every two years until our schooldays were over and we came

  back here again. Didn’t you ever go to a boarding-school in England?’




  ‘Yes. But not until I was fourteen. That was because . . . Well, my parents were due to go to America, and they were taking me with them, like they always did. But it – it was the

  year the war broke out. We’d been on holiday in England that summer, and we sailed on the Athenia at the beginning of September.’




  ‘The Athenia? But wasn’t she——?’ Janet stopped abruptly and Sarah nodded.




  ‘Yes. She was torpedoed the day after war was declared, and . . . and my parents went down with her. There weren’t enough lifeboats, you see.’




  A log burst into flame and the fire blazed up and crackled merrily.




  Janet said: ‘I’m sorry,’ and Sarah gave a sharp little sigh.




  ‘So am I. It seemed such a . . . such a pointless waste. They were both so . . . Oh well, that’s how I finished my schooldays in a boarding-school in Hampshire; because Dad had

  managed to pitch me into a lifeboat with a lot of other children, and we all got back safe and seasick to England, where I was scooped in by my grandparents and eventually sent to Gran’s old

  school. It got bombed twice while I was there, and the first time we moved into two wings of someone’s Stately Home, and when that went too, into a clutch of Nissen huts that were a lot

  warmer. Then, as soon as I struck seventeen, I left and joined the WRAFs. I was demobbed last year, and as I wanted to see our Vanishing Empire before it vanished for keeps, I jumped at the chance

  when my Aunt Alice suggested that I come out and spend a few months with them in Peshawar.’




  ‘What made you come up to Gulmarg?’




  ‘Why, skiing of course! What else? We always went skiing during winter and spring holidays before the war, and I was given my first pair of skis before I was five. So when the Creeds told

  me about this meeting, and offered to give me a lift in their car, up and back, I couldn’t resist it. I was afraid I might have forgotten how to ski, but thank goodness it seems to be one of

  those things that you don’t forget — like riding a bicycle.’




  ‘Who are your aunt and uncle?’ asked Janet.




  ‘The Addingtons. Aunt Alice is mother’s eldest sister, and Uncle Jack’s commanding the Peshawar Brigade at the moment. You’ve probably met them.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Janet slowly, ‘they were up here last year. I wondered why your name rang a faint bell — it was your uncle, of course. I sat next to him at a dinner party

  last year and he mentioned you. It seems you had a good war record.’




  ‘No more than anyone else in the Women’s Services,’ said Sarah with a laugh: ‘That’s just Uncle Jack blowing the family trumpet. He didn’t do too badly

  himself, what with a bar to his DSO after Alamein, and another in Burma. I only got the usual service medal.’




  ‘Plus a commission in record time,’ observed Janet thoughtfully.




  Sarah blushed vividly. ‘Well . . . yes. And, as that more or less concludes our broadcast from Radio Parrish, I’d better be going. That is, if you’re feeling a bit less

  fraught?’




  ‘I think I am,’ conceded Janet, ‘but if you’re prepared to stay a little longer I’d like to tell you something. I don’t suppose I should, but in the

  circumstances it seems preferable to letting you go on being curious — and possibly “giving everyone a laugh” with the story of this business tonight. Besides, God knows I need

  help — you were right about that.’




  Sarah gave her a puzzled look, and abandoning her intention of leaving, settled back to wait with a curious mixture of expectancy and apprehension. But Janet seemed in no hurry to begin.

  Instead, she turned her head and looked searchingly about her as though to make sure that there was no third person in the small room, and Sarah’s gaze, following hers, lingered upon the door

  that led into the darkened bathroom, across which lay the long shadows of the tall polished skis. The heavy curtains over the windows hung still and smooth in the firelight, and the painted

  parchment lampshade cast a circular shadow upon the wooden ceiling. The silence in the small room was all at once oppressive, and Sarah had the sudden and disturbing fancy that the cold silent

  night and the frozen snowdrifts had crept closer about the outer walls to listen.




  The flames whispered and flickered in the silence and a drop of moisture fell down the chimney and hissed upon the glowing logs.




  Miss Rushton rose stiffly and crossing to the bathroom door opened it to reach in and switch on the light. Closing it again, she stood for a moment looking at it thoughtfully, and Sarah,

  watching her, remembered that her own bathroom door could only be fastened with a drop-latch fitted with a flimsy catch from the bedroom side, although the opposite side was fitted with a bolt.

  Janet Rushton dropped the latch into place and came back to her chair: ‘I’m going to tell you this,’ she said softly, ‘because — well, partly because I’ve got to

  tell you something and I’m too dog-tired to think up a lie that would hold water. And partly because in case anything happens to me I should like someone to know.’




  She stopped as though that explained everything, and Sarah said sharply: ‘What do you mean? What could happen to you?’




  ‘I might die — like Cousin Hilda.’




  ‘Cousin Hilda? . . . Oh, you mean Mrs Matthews? I’d forgotten she was a relation of yours; no wonder you’re feeling upset. It was a ghastly thing to happen. But

  there’s no need to be morbid about it. After all, it was an accident that could only happen once in a blue moon.’




  ‘It wasn’t an accident,’ said Janet Rushton quietly and quite definitely.




  ‘What on earth do you mean?’




  ‘I mean that Mrs Matthews was murdered.’




  The night and the silence and the brooding snowdrifts seemed to take a soft step closer and breathe about the isolated wing of the dark hotel, and the little flames that rustled about the deodar

  logs whispered . . . murdered . . . murdered . . . murdered.




  ‘That’s ridiculous!’ exclaimed Sarah indignantly. ‘Major McKay’s a doctor, and he said it was an accident. He said that she must have slipped on that rotten snow

  and hit her head on those rocks as she fell.’




  Yet, unaccountably, she did not believe her own words. There had been something about Janet Rushton’s incredible, unemotional statement that carried conviction in the face of all sane

  judgement and reasoning.




  ‘I know what they said. But they’re wrong. I know she was murdered. You see, we had been afraid of this for some time.’




  ‘We?’




  ‘Mrs Matthews and I.’




  ‘But – but . . . Oh, I know she was your cousin, but really, Janet!’




  ‘As a matter of fact, she wasn’t related to me at all. That was only camouflage.’




  Sarah came to her feet in one swift movement. ‘I think,’ she said evenly, ‘that you must be over . . . a bit over-imaginative.’




  Janet Rushton smiled a little wryly. ‘Why didn’t you say “over-dramatizing yourself”?’ she asked. ‘It was what you were going to say, wasn’t it? No:

  I’m not over-dramatizing myself. I only wish to God I were!’ Her voice broke on the last word and the fingers of her clasped hands twisted convulsively together. ‘I’m sorry:

  I thought you wanted to help. But I can quite see how far-fetched and Horror-Comic all this must sound to you. If it’s any comfort to you, it sounds pretty crazy to me, so I don’t know

  why on earth I should have expected you to believe it. I ought to have had more sense.’




  ‘But I do — I mean, I can’t . . . Oh, hell!’ sighed Sarah despairingly, subsiding once more onto the hearthrug. ‘I’m the one who ought to be saying,

  “I’m sorry”, not you. And I really am sorry. I suppose I thought for a moment that you must be making fun of me just to see how much I’d swallow, and I reacted by doing a

  Queen Victoria: the “We are not amused” line. Can I change that instead to “Go on, convince me”? Please, Janet. I mean it.’




  Janet’s attempt at a smile was not entirely successful, but the nod that accompanied it satisfied Sarah, who smiled back at her warmly. But that brief check had evidently served to

  reawaken the older girl’s sense of caution, for she stayed silent for an appreciable interval; sitting very still and apparently listening, though as far as Sarah could hear there was no

  sound from outside the room, and only the flutter and purr of flames and the occasional crackle of a burning log from inside it. Nevertheless, Miss Rushton continued to listen, and presently she

  rose to her feet, and crossing over to the outer door, switched off the light, and drawing back the bolt with her left hand (the right one, Sarah noted, was hidden in the pocket that held the

  little automatic) eased open the door.




  The flood of moonlight that lay along the verandah had narrowed as the moon moved up the sky, but the long, snow-powdered arcade with its fringe of glittering icicles hanging from the roof-edge

  above was silent and deserted, and the only marks upon it were the prints of Sarah’s footsteps.




  Janet stood in the doorway for a moment or two, looking about her and listening to that silence. Then, stepping back, she closed and bolted the door, switched on the light again, and having

  checked the window fastenings and made sure that the curtains were closely drawn, looked across at Sarah and said very softly: ‘You won’t mind if I turn on the radio, will you? Cousin

  Hilda and I used to use it whenever we wanted to talk in a place where we could be overheard, so I know all the available stations backwards, and one of them puts on a discussion group around this

  time of night — or at least, that’s what it sounds like. I’ve no idea where it comes from or what language they’re talking, but voices make a better cover than music. So if

  you don’t mind . . .’




  She stooped to remove a small battery radio set from a chest of drawers that stood against the wooden wall between the door and the window, and placing it on top, adjusted the knobs and switched

  it on, releasing an excitable babble of voices that would have done credit to a family of Neapolitan fisherfolk enjoying a domestic row.




  The volume, however, while not sufficient to disturb the slumbers of any fellow-guests further down the verandah, was more than enough to prevent anyone outside the room from separating the

  lowered voices of Miss Rushton and her visitor from the medley of masculine and feminine chit-chat and the incessant whine and crackle of static.




  ‘I see what you mean!’ commented Sarah, automatically keeping her voice below the level of the invisible disputers: ‘Well, go on with what you were telling me. I’m all

  ears.’




  Janet returned to her chair, and leaning forward, elbows on knees, to warm her hands at the fire, said carefully, as though choosing her words: ‘You must have heard of the Secret Service,

  though I imagine it never occurred to you that very ordinary people like Cousin Hilda — Mrs Matthews — and myself could belong to it. No!’ as Sarah made a startled movement and

  seemed about to speak, ‘let me finish. People like us — like me — are only small fry. Our job is just to collect information: odds and ends of rumour and talk and gossip that can

  seem meaningless by themselves, but when added to other scraps collected by other people can — may — mean a great deal. Well, some months ago the department we work for picked up a . .

  .’




  She paused, apparently searching for a word that would not commit her too far, and finally selected an ambiguous one: ‘A trail——’









  Chapter 2




  Sitting by the fire with her sensible, schoolgirlish hands spread out to the blaze, and speaking in a carefully controlled voice that was pitched

  to reach no further than Sarah’s ears, Janet Rushton told how she had been sent to Kashmir to contact and take her orders from a Mrs Matthews, who, since it might cause comment if an

  unmarried girl were to live alone, would pose as a relative so that the small houseboat on the Dāl Lake near Srinagar, that had already been taken in Janet’s

  name, could be moored next to Mrs Matthews’ much larger one. How between them they had found out what they had been sent to find out: only to discover with horror that it was no more than the

  tip of a submerged and deadly iceberg whose presence no one had even suspected . . .




  The situation was not one that they were equipped to deal with, and the enormity of the lurking menace had made it necessary for them to pass on the details of their discoveries to someone in

  higher authority: yet their orders specifically forbade them to make any move to leave the State without the permission of their department. Since none of their various Kashmiri contacts operated

  at a sufficiently high level to be entrusted with such potentially lethal and unstable dynamite, Mrs Matthews had sent off the equivalent of a ‘Mayday’ call for help — though she

  was well aware that it would not be easy for anyone of their own nationality, or any non-Kashmiri for that matter, to arrive in Srinagar and get in touch with them without being noticed and talked

  about: for the simple reason that by then the year was drawing to a close.




  The hordes of summer visitors had all left long ago, and the fact that she and Janet had been able to remain without exciting remark was because both had a talent for sketching in water-colours,

  and November happens to be among the loveliest of months in the valley. For it is then that the snowline moves downward to meet the forests, the chenar trees put on every shade of red from

  vermilion to crimson, and willows, poplars and chestnuts blaze yellow and gold.




  As painters, this annual transformation scene had provided them with an impeccable reason for staying on when all the other visitors had left. Just as it had previously given them an admirable

  excuse not only to drive, ride, walk or be paddled in a shikara2 to any spot they cared to see, but to fall into casual conversation with innumerable

  strangers who would pause to watch the artists at work, linger to ask questions and offer advice, and finally squat down beside them to talk. An end that had, according to Janet, played no small

  part in their selection for this particular assignment.




  It was during this period, when the last of the leaves were falling, that Mrs Matthews had sent off that ‘Mayday’ call and sat back to wait for the help that she assured the anxious

  Janet would not be long in arriving. But four days later the Civil and Military Gazette, one of India’s best-known daily newspapers, had carried a small paragraph reporting the

  accidental death of a Major Brett who had apparently fallen from his carriage on the Frontier Express, en route to Rawalpindi: ‘Foul play was not suspected, and the police were

  satisfied that the unfortunate man had at some time during the night, and while still half asleep, opened the side door of the carriage in mistake for the bathroom door . . .’




  The accident was clearly not considered important enough to rate the front page, and had been tucked away on an inner one among a rag-bag of assorted news. But according to Janet, Mrs Matthews

  had read and re-read it, looking uncharacteristically shocked and upset.




  ‘I’d never seen her look like that before,’ said Janet. ‘She was always so calm and good-tempered . . . even at the worst times. I asked her if he’d been a friend

  of hers, and she said no, she’d only met him once: he’d been in the room while she was being given her orders. But she couldn’t help wondering if he had been on his way to meet

  us, because she didn’t believe the accident story. He wasn’t the kind to make that sort of silly mistake.’




  ‘But surely, if the police——?’ began Sarah breathlessly.




  ‘If one of – of our people dies in an accident, we let it go at that. Officially, anyway. That may sound callous, but it’s a lot safer all round than asking a flock of

  questions that can only lead to embarrassing answers. Cousin Hil — Mrs Matthews — said we mustn’t worry, because if he had been the one, and on his way here, someone else

  would be sent instead. But – but I worried. I couldn’t help thinking that if it wasn’t an accident, and he’d been killed to stop him coming here, then – then the

  people who did it might know about us. And that if anything were to happen to us, no one would ever know what – what we knew.’




  When the last leaves had fallen and cat-ice began to form on the lakes, the two of them had abandoned their houseboats and moved into Nedou’s Hotel in Srinagar, to wait with

  ever-increasing anxiety for an answer to that urgent call for help. Knowing only too well that with every day that passed it would become more and more dangerous for anyone to answer it, because at

  that season of the year no casual visitor in their right mind cares to undertake the long, cold and frequently hazardous journey along the winding mountain roads that lead to the valley. Not unless

  they have a very good reason for doing so — one that leaps to the eye or is easily explained! Though even then such rare wildfowl are apt to be conspicuous.




  One such reason accounted for Mrs Matthews and her young cousin being able to take up residence, and without causing so much as a raised eyebrow, in the almost empty hotel where, apart from the

  suites occupied by a few elderly permanent residents living on their pensions, only a handful of rooms were kept open for the use of occasional visitors. The fact that both women were skiing

  enthusiasts.




  Like the watercolour sketching, this had been a point that had not been overlooked by their employers; and Gulmarg, the little summer resort that had become one of the favourite playgrounds of

  the Raj and the chief meeting-place of the Ski Club of India, lay within easy reach of Srinagar — a car drive of twenty-four miles to the village of Tanmarg on the insteps of the mountains,

  followed by a four-mile ride on the back of a sure-footed hill pony up the steep and stony bridlepath that zig-zags upward through the forest, bringing the visitor to the shallow bowl of Gulmarg

  which lies in the lap of the tall ridge of Apharwat.
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