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Chapter One

‘SHE WAS apparently found in the linen cupboard, poor creature,’ Narraway replied, his lean face dour, his eyes so dark they seemed black in the interior shadow of the hansom cab. Then, before Pitt could say anything further, he corrected himself. ‘One of the linen cupboards in Buckingham Palace. It was a particularly brutal murder.’

The vehicle jerked forward, throwing Pitt back in the seat. ‘A prostitute?’ he said incredulously.

Narraway was silent for a moment. The horse’s hoofs clattered loudly, the carriage’s wheels rattling over the cobbles dangerously close to the pavement edge.

‘Surely that’s a bad joke!’ he said at last as they swung round the corner into The Mall and picked up speed again.

‘Very bad,’ Narraway agreed. ‘At least I hope so. But I fear it is perfectly serious. However, if Mr Cahoon Dunkeld proves to be wasting our time exercising his sense of  humour, I shall take great joy in personally putting him in gaol - preferably one of our less pleasant ones.’

‘It has to be a joke,’ Pitt said, shivering at the thought. ‘There couldn’t be a murder at the Palace. How could a prostitute get in there, anyway?’

‘Through the door, exactly as we shall, Pitt,’ Narraway answered. ‘Don’t be naïve. And she was probably more welcome than we shall be.’

Pitt felt a little stung. ‘Who is Cahoon Dunkeld?’ he asked, avoiding looking at Narraway. He had a reverence for Queen Victoria, especially now in her advanced age and widowhood, even though he was perfectly well aware of her reputed eccentricities, and the fact that she had not always been so popular with her people. She had been in mourning too long, retreating not only from joy but also from duty. And he had gained some personal knowledge a couple of years ago of the extravagance and the self-indulgence of the Prince of Wales and knew he kept several very expensive mistresses. Pitt had been superintendent of Bow Street then, and the conspiracy around the Prince had cost him his job and very nearly brought down the throne. That was why Pitt was now working for Victor Narraway in Special Branch, learning more skills about treason, anarchy and other forms of violence against the State.

But the thought of a prostitute in the Queen’s home was different. It disgusted him, and he had difficulty in concealing it, even though he knew Narraway found him plebeian for having such idealism, and faintly amusing.

‘Who is Cahoon Dunkeld?’ he repeated.

Narraway leaned forward a little. The dappled, early morning sunlight of The Mall made bright patterns on the road. There was little traffic. It was not a residential area, and such horseback riders as were out would be cantering up and down Rotten Row on the edge of Hyde Park.

‘An adventurer of considerable charm when he wishes, and undoubted ability, who is now seeking to become a gentleman in the more recognised social sense,’ Narraway answered him. ‘And apparently a friend of His Royal Highness.’

‘What is he doing at the Palace at this hour of the morning?’ Pitt said.

‘That is what we are about to find out,’ Narraway snapped as they came out of The Mall in front of the Palace. The magnificent wrought-iron railings were tipped with gold. Guards were on duty wearing bearskin helmets, their red tunics bright in the sun.

Pitt looked up at the sweeping façade itself and then at the roof. He saw with a flood of relief that there was no flag flying, indicating that Her Majesty was not in residence. At the same time he was inexplicably disappointed. He was quite aware that Narraway would find it gauche of him, but Pitt would like to have caught another glimpse of Her Majesty Queen Victoria. In spite of all common sense, there was a quickening of his heartbeat. Even inside the hansom he sat straighter, lifted his chin a little and squared his shoulders.

If Narraway noticed, he did not allow himself even the slightest smile.

They swung round to the right, heading for the entrance where tradesmen and deliveries would go. They were stopped at the gate. Narraway gave his name, and immediately the guard stepped back and saluted. The cab driver, startled into respect, urged his horse forward at a newly dignified pace.

Ten minutes later Pitt and Narraway were being conducted up the wide, elegant stairs by a manservant who had introduced himself as Tyndale. He was of slight build but he moved with suppleness, even some grace, although Pitt judged him to be well into his fifties. He was courteous enough, but quite obviously he was distressed beyond any ability to maintain his normal composure.

At any other time Pitt would have been fascinated to think that he was inside Buckingham Palace. Now all he could think of was the enormity of what lay ahead of them. The magnificence of history meant nothing.

Was this an idiotic practical joke? Tyndale’s pallid face and stiff shoulders said not, and for the first time since Narraway had made his extraordinary statement in the hansom, Pitt considered the possibility that it might be true.

They were at the top of the stairs. Tyndale walked across the landing and knocked on a door a little to the left. It was opened immediately by a man of much greater height than he, with broad shoulders and a dark face of remarkable  dynamism. He was severely balding, but this in no way diminished his handsomeness. His grey hair must once have been black because his brows still were. His skin was burned by sun and wind to a deep bronze.

‘Mr Narraway has arrived, Mr Dunkeld,’ Tyndale said quietly.

‘Good,’ Dunkeld replied. ‘Now please leave us, and make sure that we are not interrupted. In fact, see that no staff come up on to this floor at all.’ He turned to Narraway as if Tyndale were already gone. ‘Narraway?’ he asked.

Narraway acknowledged it, and introduced Pitt.

‘Cahoon Dunkeld.’ The big man held out his hand and shook Narraway’s briefly. He ignored Pitt except for a nod of his head. ‘Come in, close the door.’

He turned and led the way into the charming, highly overfurnished room. Its wide, tall windows overlooked a garden, and beyond them the trees were motionless billows of green in the morning sun.

Dunkeld remained standing in the middle of the floor. He spoke solely to Narraway. ‘There has been a shocking event. I have never seen anything quite so . . . bestial. How it should happen here, of all places, is beyond my comprehension.’

‘Tell me exactly what has happened, Mr Dunkeld,’ Narraway responded. ‘From the beginning.’

Dunkeld winced, as if the memory were painful. ‘From the beginning? I woke early. I . . .’

Deliberately Narraway sat down in one of the large  overstuffed chairs covered in wine-coloured brocade. He crossed his legs elegantly, if a little rigidly, at the knees. ‘The beginning, Mr Dunkeld. Who are you, and why are you here at this hour of the morning?’

‘For God’s sake . . . !’ Dunkeld burst out. Then controlling himself with obvious difficulty, body stiff, he sat down also and began to explain. He had not the air of having grasped Narraway’s reasoning so much as being given no choice but to humour a lesser intelligence. His fingers drummed on the arm of his chair.

‘His Royal Highness, the Prince of Wales is deeply interested in an engineering project which may be undertaken by my company, and certain of my colleagues,’ he began again. ‘Four of us are here at his invitation in order to discuss the possibilities - the details, if you like. Our wives have accompanied us to give it the appearance of a social occasion. The other three are Julius Sorokine, Simnel Marquand and Hamilton Quase. We have been here two days already, and the discussions have been excellent.’

Pitt remained on his feet, listening and watching Dunkeld’s face. His expression was intense, his eyes burning with enthusiasm. His left hand, gripping the chair arm, was white at the knuckles.

‘Yesterday evening we celebrated our progress so far,’ Dunkeld continued. ‘I assume you are a man of the world, and do not need to have every detail drawn for you? The ladies retired early. We sat up considerably longer, and a certain amount of entertainment was provided. The brandy  was excellent, the company both relaxing and amusing. We were all in high spirits.’ Not once did he glance at Pitt as he spoke. He might have been as invisible as a servant.

‘I see,’ Narraway answered expressionlessly.

‘We retired between one and two in the morning,’ Dunkeld went on. ‘I awoke early - about six, I imagine. I was in my robe, not yet dressed, when my valet came with a message which he had received over the telephone. It was a matter His Royal Highness had asked to be informed of immediately so, in spite of the hour, I took it to him. I returned to my room, shaved and dressed and had a cup of tea, and was on my way back to see His Royal Highness further about the matter, but passing the linen cupboard in the passage I saw the door slightly open.’ His voice was harsh with tension. ‘That in itself, of course, is of no interest, but I became aware of a curious odour, and when I pulled it wider . . . I saw . . . probably the most dreadful thing I have ever seen.’ He blinked and seemed to need a moment to compose himself again.

Narraway did not interrupt him, nor move his gaze from Dunkeld’s face.

‘The naked body of a woman, covered in blood,’ Dunkeld said hoarsely. ‘There was blood all over the rest of the linen.’ He gulped air. ‘For a moment I could not believe it. I thought I must have taken more brandy than I had imagined and be delirious. I don’t know how long I stood there, leaning against the doorframe. Then I backed into the corridor. There was no one else in sight.’

Narraway nodded.

‘I closed the door.’ Dunkeld seemed to find some comfort in remembering the act, as if he could at the same time close the horror from his inner vision. ‘I called Tyndale, the man who conducted you up. He is the principal manservant in this guest wing. I told him that one of the women from the previous evening had been found dead, that he must keep all servants from that corridor; serve breakfast to the other guests in their rooms. Then I asked for the telephone and called you.’

‘Is His Royal Highness aware of this event?’ Narraway asked.

Dunkeld blinked. ‘Naturally I had to inform him. He has given me full authority to act in his name and get this ghastly tragedy cleared up with the utmost haste, and absolute discretion. You cannot fail to be aware of the scandal it would cause if it became public.’ His eyes were hard, demanding, and the very slight lift in his voice suggested he needed reassurance of both Narraway’s intelligence and his tact. ‘Her Majesty will be returning next week, on her way from Osborne to travel north to Balmoral. It is imperative that your investigation is entirely accomplished before that time. Do you understand me?’

Pitt felt his stomach knot and suddenly there was barely enough air in the room for him to breathe. He had been here minutes, and yet he felt imprisoned.

He must have made a slight sound, because Dunkeld looked at him, then back at Narraway. ‘What about your  man here?’ he asked abruptly. ‘How far can you trust his discretion? And his ability to handle such a vital matter? And it is vital. If it became public it would be ruinous, even affect the safety of the realm. Our business here concerns a profoundly important part of the Empire. Not only fortunes but nations could be changed by what we do.’ He was staring at Narraway as if by sheer will he could force some understanding into him, even a fear of failure.

Narraway gave a very slight shrug. It was a minimal, elegant gesture of his shoulders. He was far leaner than Dunkeld, and more at ease in his beautifully tailored jacket. ‘He is my best,’ he answered.

Dunkeld looked unimpressed. ‘And discreet?’ he persisted.

‘Special Branch deals with secrets,’ Narraway told him.

Dunkeld’s eyes turned to Pitt and surveyed him coolly.

Narraway rose to his feet. ‘I would like to see the body,’ he announced.

Dunkeld took a deep breath and stood up also. He walked past Pitt and opened the door, leaving them to follow him. He led the way along the corridor with its ornately plastered and gilded ceiling, and up another broad flight of stairs. At the top he turned right past two doors to where a young footman stood to attention outside a third.

‘You can go,’ Dunkeld dismissed him. ‘Wait on the landing. I’ll call you when I need you again.’

‘Yes, sir.’ The footman glanced with anxiety at Narraway  and Pitt, then did as he was told, his feet soundless on the carpet.

Dunkeld looked at Narraway, then at Pitt. ‘What do you normally do? Chase spies? Uncover plots?’

‘Investigate murder,’ Pitt replied.

‘Well, here’s one for you.’ Dunkeld opened the cupboard door and stood back.

Pitt stared at the sight in front of him. At his elbow Narraway gasped as his breath caught in his throat. The older man gulped and put his hand to his mouth, as if afraid he might disgrace himself by being sick.

It was not surprising. The woman lay on her back, and was obscenely naked, breasts exposed, thighs apart. Her throat had been cut from one side to the other and her lower abdomen slashed open, leaving her entrails bulging pale where they protruded from the dark blood. One leg was raised a little, knee bent, the other lay slack, foot nearly to the floor. Her long, brown hair had apparently been pulled loose from its pins in some kind of struggle. Her blue eyes were wide open and glassy, her mouth gaping. There was blood everywhere, spattered on the walls, soaked into the piles of sheets, daubed across her body and pooling on the floor. Even her hands were scarlet.

Pitt stared at her less with revulsion than with an overwhelming pity for the gross indignity of it. Had it been an animal the callousness of it would have offended him. For a human being to die like that filled him with a towering anger and a desire to lash out physically and strike something.  His breath heaved in his chest and his throat convulsed.

Yet he knew he must keep calm. Intelligence was needed, not passion, however justified. Someone had done this to her. And since this was a royal residence, guarded day and night, it had to be someone within the Palace walls. He found himself shaking at the desecration of the woman’s body, of life, and of the Queen’s home. He steadied himself with difficulty, and tried to still the churning of his stomach.

Why? Surely only a man bereft of reason would do such a thing anywhere, let alone here?

Narraway cleared his throat.

Pitt turned to him. He was white around the lips and there were beads of sweat on his skin. Pitt guessed he had never seen such grotesque violence and degradation before. He should say something that would soften the horror, but his mind was empty. Perhaps he did not want to. One should feel sick, stunned, torn apart by such things.

Instead he turned away and moved into the cupboard, stepping carefully to avoid standing in the pooled blood. It seemed to be all over the place: thick, dark gouts of it, scarlet only where it was smeared and thin.

He touched the woman’s arm. It was cold and the flesh growing stiff. He guessed she had been dead for at least six hours. It was now half-past eight in the morning, which meant she had been killed by half-past two, at the latest.

‘What is it?’ Narraway gulped as if his throat were constricted.

Pitt told him.

‘I think we know that,’ Narraway said hoarsely. ‘She arrived here yesterday evening, and presumably was seen by several people up until one o’clock.’ He turned to Dunkeld. ‘I’m sorry to ask you, but would you look at her face, please, and tell us if you recognise her?’ Then he swivelled round to Pitt again and his voice was jerky and losing control. ‘For God’s sake, man, put something over the rest of her! The cupboard’s full of sheets. Use one!’

Pitt took one from the top shelf, far away from the body, and opened it up. With some relief he spread it over her, right up to her neck, deliberately covering the fearful gash in her throat.

Narraway stepped back to allow Dunkeld past.

‘Yes,’ Dunkeld said after a few moments. ‘Yes, that is one of the women from last night’s party.’

‘You are certain?’

‘Of course I’m certain!’ Dunkeld shouted. Then he gasped, put his hand over his brow and pushed his fingers back over his scalp as if he had hair. ‘For the love of God, who else could it be? I don’t look at prostitutes’ faces. She’s ordinary enough. She was hired for her . . . her skills, not her looks. Brown hair, blue eyes, like a hundred thousand other women.’

Pitt looked at her again, this time just at her face. Dunkeld was right; she was ordinary: pleasant features, clear skin, slightly crooked teeth. He guessed she had been in her early thirties. She had been handsomely built, with  full breasts, small waist. That was very probably more where Dunkeld’s attention had been. He was right; who else could she be but one of last night’s prostitutes? She was certainly not one of the guests, and a maid would have been reported missing and identified by one of the other staff.

‘Thank you, sir,’ he said aloud. He reached forward and closed her eyes.

‘Can’t we move her?’ Dunkeld demanded. ‘This is . . . obscene. One of the women might find her, by accident. And we’ve got to have maids back here to change the linen, clean the rooms. Let’s put her somewhere decent, and get this cleared up. It would be very nice to keep it secret, but the staff will have to know. You’ll have to question them.’

‘In a little while,’ Pitt replied.

‘I asked Narraway!’ Dunkeld raised his voice again, temper flaring.

Narraway stared at him, eyes cold, his face almost expressionless. When he spoke, his voice was fully under control. ‘Mr Dunkeld, Inspector Pitt is an expert in murder. I employ him because I trust his knowledge and his skill. You will do as he tells you, otherwise I regret that we will not be able to accept the case. You can call in the local police. In fact, now that we are aware of it, we will be obliged to do so ourselves.’

Dunkeld searched Narraway’s face. His eyes were savage. He was hot with rage at being cornered. It was obviously a situation he had not been forced to endure in a long time. But he saw no wavering whatever, no fear in Narraway  and no mercy. He yielded with sufficient grace to maintain his dignity, but Pitt had no doubt whatever that he would wait his time for revenge.

‘Look all you wish, Pitt,’ he said grimly. ‘Then attend to it. Can you arrange for a mortuary van discreetly, disguised as a delivery of some sort?’ His expression made it plain that the enquiry was as to his competence, not a request for his help.

‘Once I have learned all I can,’ Pitt answered him, ‘I will ask Mr Tyndale to have the cupboard cleaned up.’

‘See to it.’ Dunkeld turned on his heel and strode away, leaving Narraway to follow him, and Pitt to do whatever he wished.

Pitt took the sheet off the body again and dropped it in the corridor, then looked once more at the scene in the linen cupboard, trying to visualise what had happened. Why had they been here at all, this woman and whoever had killed her? With what? A knife of some sort; the slashes were clean-edged as far as he could see through the blood.

He looked around, felt between all the stacked and folded sheets, on the floor, under her body, then he did it again even more carefully. There was no weapon, and no evidence that someone had wiped it here before removing it: there were no smear marks on any of the sheets he could see, only spatters and deep-soaked stains.

And where were her clothes? She would hardly have come here naked, no matter how wild the party. Prostitutes gave only what they were paid for; it did not normally  include even kissing, let alone running around without clothing. But then he had never dealt with those who catered for such an elevated clientele as this. Still, the question remained: where were her clothes? She had certainly arrived at the Palace in them.

He studied the body again, looking for marks, scratches or bruises, pinches, anything to indicate whether she had taken her garments off herself or they had been torn from her alive, or even stripped off after she was dead.

The wound in her stomach was more jagged than the one in her throat, as if it might have been made through something resistant like cloth. It would be difficult to strip a lifeless body that was heavy, limp and covered in blood. Why on earth do it? What could it be about her clothes that mattered so much? Something that would identify her killer?

Once the heart stops beating, blood gradually stops flowing, even with wounds like these. From the amount of blood on the sheets and the floor, she had to have died here. What was she doing in a linen cupboard? She was an invited guest, sanctioned by the Prince himself. She had no need to hide.

Unless she had left the Prince, already asleep or in a drunken stupor, and gone to earn a little extra money? Or possibly simply to enjoy herself with someone else, someone without a better place in which to be private? The obvious answer was one of the servants.

Pitt could see no sense to it. Why had he then killed her?  Had she threatened him with exposure? Would anyone care? Not a servant, unless his job were at risk. Would the Prince dismiss a servant for using the same prostitute he had used himself? What about one of the guests? Hardly, since their wives had gone to bed knowing the nature of the party they left. They might be hurt, angry, revolted, but no woman in such a position would expose herself to ridicule and - worse than that—to public pity, by drawing attention to her husband’s habits.

Pitt considered the possibility of a servant again. Perhaps one had been pressured into theft of some small, valuable object, and killed his tormentor rather than fall into such a trap? No, that would not do. It did not answer the violence of the crime, the slashes across both throat and stomach. And who went to an assignation carrying the kind of knife that had done this damage?

There was nothing more to learn from this scene. He could sketch it quickly into his notebook to prompt his memory, then call a mortuary van and give them Narraway’s instructions to come and collect the body for the police surgeon.

He was on his way back down the stairs to find Narraway when he met Cahoon Dunkeld on the landing.

‘Where have you been?’ Dunkeld demanded, his face dark. ‘For heaven’s sake, man, don’t you realise this is urgent? What’s the matter with you?’

Pitt’s temper rose. Was it guilt, embarrassment or fear that made Dunkeld so ill-mannered? Or was he simply an  arrogant man who saw no need to be civil to those he considered inferior?

‘Come on!’ Dunkeld said abruptly. ‘His Royal Highness is waiting to see you.’ He turned back up the stairs again. ‘I assume you have made arrangements to have the body removed so the staff can clean up the cupboard and we can begin to get back to normal? With all your staring, did you find anything to indicate to you who this maniac is?’

Pitt ignored the question and kept up with Dunkeld, pace for pace. They were of equal height, although very differently built. Dunkeld was muscular, heavy-shouldered. Pitt was gangling, inelegant in any fashionable sense, and yet he had a certain grace. He took more care of his clothes now than he had done in the past, but he still put too much into his pockets, with the result that they bulged and poked, and very often weighed down one side of his coat. He was clean shaven, and most of the time his hair was unruly and too long.

It took several minutes to reach Narraway waiting outside the door of the room where presumably the Prince of Wales would receive them.

Pitt’s anger evaporated and he found himself suddenly intensely nervous. He had met the Prince before, at the end of the Whitechapel matter, but he did not expect to be remembered. At that time all attention had been on Charles Voisey, the man who had apparently saved the Throne at such great personal risk. But Voisey was dead now, and the whole issue was history.

Narraway turned as they arrived, his face bleak, his mouth a thin line. He met Pitt’s eyes questioningly, but Dunkeld allowed them no time to speak to each other. He walked straight up to the door and knocked. It was answered immediately and he opened it and went in, closing it behind him just as Narraway stepped forward.

Narraway swivelled on his heel. ‘Anything?’ he demanded of Pitt.

‘Observations that make no apparent sense,’ Pitt replied. ‘Why—’

He got no further. The door opened again and Dunkeld ordered them in.

Narraway went first, Pitt on his heels. They both stopped a couple of yards inside. It was a high-ceilinged room like the others, ornately furnished with much gold and dark red, and highly polished wood. The Prince of Wales was standing in the centre of the floor, a portly, middle-aged man with a full beard. He had unremarkable features except for pale eyes a trifle down-turned at the outer corners. This morning his skin was blotchy, the whites of his eyes bloodshot, and his hands very definitely shaky.

‘Ah!’ he said with evident relief.

‘Your Royal Highness,’ Dunkeld said immediately. ‘May I present Mr Narraway of Special Branch, and his man, Pitt. They are here to attend to the unfortunate matter of last night, and to get it cleared up as soon as possible. The . . . evidence . . . is already being removed. Mr Tyndale seems to be keeping the servants calm. They know only  that there was an incident during the night and someone was hurt. I’m not sure how much more they need to know.’ He looked at Narraway, his eyebrows raised slightly.

Narraway bowed his head for a moment, then looked across at the Prince.

The Prince cleared his throat and had difficulty finding his voice. ‘Thank you. I am obliged you came so quickly. This whole thing is unutterably dreadful. Someone is quite clearly insane. I have no idea—’

‘It is their job to find out, sir,’ Dunkeld said so smoothly it was barely noticeable that he had interrupted. ‘If it cannot be completed today, one of them may need to remain overnight. If I—’

‘By all means.’ The Prince waved one hand, his face flooded with relief. ‘Anything. Deal with it, Dunkeld. You have my permission to take whatever steps are necessary.’ He looked at Narraway. ‘What do you require?’

‘I don’t know, yet, Your Royal Highness,’ Narraway answered. ‘We need to learn more about exactly what happened. May I take it for granted that no outsider could possibly have come or gone without the staff and the guards being aware of it?’

Dunkeld answered, but addressing the Prince rather than Narraway. ‘I have already taken the liberty of enquiring, sir. No one entered or left, other than those we already know of, and who had permission.’

There was a moment’s silence in the room as the implication of that became perfectly clear.

‘It appears it must be one of the servants, sir,’ Dunkeld said to the Prince. ‘Mr Narraway will find out which one, and do all that is necessary. I strongly believe we should continue as close to normally as possible. If we are fortunate, the ladies may never need to know the details.’

‘I should be very grateful if the Princess of Wales did not need to know,’ the Prince said quickly. ‘She is bound to speak to Her Majesty. It would be . . .’ He swallowed and a fine beading of sweat broke out on his skin.

Dunkeld looked at Narraway. ‘His Royal Highness has made his wishes clear: you are not to distress the Princess with this tragedy. Perhaps if you begin immediately with the servants you may solve it all quite quickly. Someone may even confess.’

‘Yes,’ the Prince of Wales agreed eagerly, looking from Dunkeld to Narraway. ‘Or others may know who it was, and the whole thing can be dealt with today. And we shall get back to the matter in hand. You appreciate it is of the utmost importance to the Empire. Thank you, Mr Narraway. I am most obliged.’ He turned to Dunkeld, his voice warming. ‘And thank you, my dear fellow. You have been a true friend. I shall not forget your loyalty or your steadfastness.’ He seemed to consider the matter finished. His air was one of dismissal.

Pitt’s mind was teeming with questions. Who had arranged for the dead woman to come, how, and from where? When were the arrangements made? Had these particular women been here before, or to any other place  to meet with the Prince, or his friends? But how could he ask these things now when clearly Dunkeld was all but ushering them out of the door? He looked at Narraway.

Narraway smiled very slightly, with an expression that barely touched his lips. ‘Your Royal Highness, which is of the greater importance, speed or discretion?’

The Prince looked startled. The fear flooded back into his face, making his skin pasty and his jaws slack. ‘I . . . I cannot say,’ he stammered. ‘Both are imperative. If we take too long, discretion will be lost anyway.’ Yet again he looked to Dunkeld.

‘For God’s sake, Narraway, are you not capable of both?’ Dunkeld said angrily. ‘Get on with it! Ask the servants. Ask the guests, if you have to. Just don’t stand here making idiotic and pointless remarks.’

Narraway’s cheeks flushed a dull red with anger, but before he could retaliate, Pitt took the opportunity to ask his question. He looked at the Prince of Wales. ‘Sir,’ he said firmly. ‘How many women - professional - guests were there?’

‘Three,’ the Prince said instantly, colouring.

‘Were any of them already known to you from any previous . . . party?’

‘Er . . . not so far as I am aware.’ He was discomfited rather than embarrassed, as if the questions puzzled him.

‘Who arranged for them to come, and how long ago?’ Pitt continued.

The Prince’s eyes opened wide. ‘I . . . er . . .’

‘I did,’ Dunkeld answered for him. He glared at Pitt. ‘What has this to do with anything? Some madman lost control of himself and took a knife to the poor woman. Who she is or where she came from is irrelevant. Find out where everyone was, that’s the obvious thing to do, then you’ll know who’s responsible. It hardly matters why!’ He swivelled round to Narraway. ‘Don’t waste any more time.’

Narraway did not argue. He and Pitt left, Dunkeld remained.

‘Mr Dunkeld is certainly making himself indispensable,’ Narraway said drily when they were twenty feet along the corridor and out of earshot. ‘We’d better begin with the servants, for which we shall need Mr Tyndale’s assistance. What did you learn from the linen cupboard?’They reached the stair head and started down.

‘Where were her clothes?’ Pitt asked. ‘She can’t have gone in there naked. Why did he take them away? Wouldn’t it have been far easier to leave them? What was it about them that he wanted, or that he dare not let anyone else see?’

Narraway stopped. ‘Such as what?’

‘I have no idea. That’s what I would like to find out. How was she dressed? Who did she oblige? The Prince, presumably. Who else?’

Narraway smiled, and then the amusement vanished like a light going out. ‘Pitt, I think you had better leave that part of your investigation until such time as it should become unavoidable.’

‘Suddenly it’s my investigation?’ Pitt raised his eyebrows. He started down again.

‘I’ll make the political decisions, you gather the evidence and interpret it.’ Narraway followed hard on his heels. ‘First we must find Tyndale, acquire a list of all the staff who were here last night, and whichever guards were on duty for any entrance to this part of the building. And search for the dead woman’s clothes,’ he added. ‘Or some signs as to how they were disposed of.’

Tyndale was very obliging, although his manner made it apparent that he deplored the suggestion that a member of his staff could be responsible for such a barbaric act. He could not fight against the conclusion because he could not afford to, but neither did he accede to it.

‘Yes, sir. Of course I will make available every member of staff so you may interview them. But I insist upon being present myself.’ He met Pitt’s eyes with acute misery.

Pitt admired him. He was a man caught in an impossible situation and trying to be loyal to all his obligations. Sooner or later he would have to choose, and Pitt knew it, even if he did not.

‘I’m sorry . . .’ Narraway began.

‘Of course,’ Pitt agreed at the same moment.

Narraway turned his head sharply.

Tyndale waited, embarrassed.

‘I shall welcome your assistance,’ Pitt said, looking at neither of them. ‘But it is imperative that you do not interrupt. Do you agree?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Then we will begin with whoever admitted the women when they arrived,’ Pitt directed. ‘And go on through who waited on them through the evening until someone saw the other two leave. Did they ask after the third? What explanation was given?’

‘It would be Cuttredge who let them in, sir, and Edwards who saw them out,’ Tyndale answered. ‘I already asked Edwards, and he said he thought at the time that the last one must have been staying until morning. He’s . . . not very experienced.’

‘That never happens?’ Pitt asked.

The muscles in Tyndale’s face tightened. ‘No, sir, not with a woman of that class.’

Pitt did not pursue it. ‘Then if we could see Cuttredge first, and after him, whoever took them to . . . wherever they went. And any staff that waited on them later on. And I need to have her clothes, if they can be found.’

‘Yes, sir.’

When Tyndale had gone Pitt considered apologising to Narraway for countermanding his orders, then decided against it. It was a bad precedent to set. There was no room for protecting position or deferring to rank. The price of failure would descend on them all.

Tyndale returned with Cuttredge, who was a man of very average appearance, but came in with a certain dignity and answered all their questions without hesitation. He described letting the women in with only the very faintest  distaste, and a military precision as to where he had taken them and at what time. He had not noticed their faces. One street woman was much like another to him. It was obviously part of his duty that he disliked, but did not dare express that.

‘And you did not see them leave?’ Pitt asked.

‘No, sir. That would be Edwards. I was off duty by that time.’

‘Where were you?’ Narraway asked, leaning forward a little in his chair.

Cuttredge’s eyes widened. He glanced at Tyndale, then back again. ‘In bed, sir! I have to get up before six in the morning.’

‘Where do you sleep?’ Narraway asked.

Cuttredge drew in his breath to answer, then quite suddenly realised the import of the question and the blood drained from his skin. ‘Upstairs, where the rest of the staff do. I . . . I never left my room.’ He drew in his breath to say something further, then gulped and remained silent.

‘Thank you, Mr Cuttredge,’ Pitt excused him.

Cuttredge remained sitting, his hands grasping each other. ‘What happened? They’re saying she’s dead . . . one of the women. Is that true?’

Tyndale opened his mouth and then closed it again, remembering Pitt’s warning.

‘Yes, it is,’ Pitt answered Cuttredge. ‘Think carefully. Did you hear anything said, an altercation, a quarrel, perhaps an arrangement for her to see someone else after the party?  Even a suggestion that she already knew someone here, or they knew her?’

‘Certainly not,’ Cuttredge said instantly.

Narraway hid a tight smile.

‘Not necessarily professionally, Mr Cuttredge,’ Pitt pointed out. ‘Had she been here before?’

Cuttredge glanced at Tyndale, who nodded permission to answer.

‘No,’ Cuttredge replied. ‘That I do know. The arrangement wasn’t made by any of us. It was . . . it was Mr Dunkeld.’

‘Indeed. Thank you.’ Pitt excused him again and he left.

The next man to be seen was Edwards, who had let out the two other women. He was younger, slimmer and, in spite of the circumstances, rather confident, as if his sudden importance excited him. He said he had noticed nothing unexpected, and he did not look to Tyndale for support. He reported that both the women seemed cheerful, definitely a little drunk, but not in any way afraid or alarmed. Certainly neither of them had suffered any injury. He himself had gone to bed when most of the clearing-up had been done and the main reception room at least was ready for the morning.

‘Close to two o’clock, sir, or as near as I can recall,’ he finished.

‘And you went to bed yourself?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Did you pass anywhere near the linen cupboard on your way up to your quarters?’ Narraway put in.

Edwards was deeply unhappy, and now consciously avoiding Tyndale’s eyes. ‘Yes, sir, I did. I walked along that very passage. I shouldn’t ’ave. We’re supposed to go the long way round, but it was late and I was tired. It’s hard work making certain everything’s right. Bottles, glasses, cigar ash on the good rugs an’ all. Stuff spoiled. It’s no five-minute job, I can tell you.’

‘Don’t you have maids to help?’ Narraway asked him. Edwards looked aggrieved. ‘’Course we do, but not at that time o’ night. An’ it’s still my job to see it’s right. All the furniture back in its places, marks washed out, everything smelling like new again. So the ladies who are guests come down in the morning an’ can’t even smell there was a party, never mind see the dregs of it around.’

Pitt wondered if any of the women were fooled, or if it simply allowed them the dignity of pretending they were. There were occasions when blindness was wise.

‘You passed the linen cupboard,’ he prompted.

‘I didn’t see or ’ear nothing,’ Edwards told him quickly.

‘Or smell anything?’ Pitt asked.

Again Tyndale moved uncomfortably, and with an obvious effort forbore from interrupting.

Edwards drew in his breath and bit his lip. ‘Smell?’ he said shakily. ‘What would I smell? You mean . . .’ He could not bring himself to say the word.

‘Blood,’ Pitt said for him. ‘It has a sweet, iron-like smell,  when there is so much of it. But I imagine if the door was closed that would be sufficient to conceal it. The door was closed, wasn’t it? Or was it ajar? Think back, and be very careful to answer exactly.’

‘It was closed,’ Edwards said without thinking at all. ‘If it’d been open I’d ’ave seen it. It opens that way, the way I was going.’ He took a deep breath. ‘Was she . . . was she in there then?’ He gave an involuntary shudder, betraying more vulnerability than he had meant to.

‘Probably not,’ Pitt replied, although the moment after he had said it, he thought perhaps he was wrong. She had almost certainly been killed before that, and from the amount of blood, she had obviously been killed in the cupboard. But if Edwards were right and the door had been closed, then someone else had opened it between two o’clock when Edwards passed, and six or so when Dunkeld found the body.

Edwards also could prove neither that he had gone to bed, nor that he had stayed there.

‘He must be lying about the door being closed,’ Narraway said as soon as Edwards was gone.

‘Or the latch is faulty,’ Pitt answered. ‘We’ll look at it, Mr Tyndale.’

‘No, sir, it’s perfectly good,’ Tyndale replied. ‘I closed it myself . . . after . . . after they took the body away.’

They spoke to the rest of the male staff as well and learned nothing of use. No one had found the dead woman’s clothes. Tyndale ordered tea for them and the  housekeeper, Mrs Newsome, herself brought it up on a tray, with oatmeal biscuits.

They stopped long enough to drink the tea, and eat all the biscuits. Then they interviewed the menservants of the four visitors, this time without Tyndale present, because they were not his responsibility. They gave the same unhelpful result.

Mrs Newsome brought more tea, and this time, sandwiches also.

‘One of them must be guilty,’ Narraway said unhappily, taking the last of the roast beef sandwiches and eating it absent-mindedly. ‘She didn’t do that to herself. And no woman would do that to another, even if she could.’

‘We’d better speak to all the female staff,’ Pitt said resignedly. ‘Somebody is lying. Even the smallest slip might help.’ He would have liked another sandwich, but there was only ham left now, and he didn’t fancy it. ‘I’ll get Tyndale to fetch them.’

It took a great deal of patience to draw from them very little indeed. No one knew anything, had heard anything or seen anything. There were tears, protests of innocence, and a very real danger of fainting or hysterics.

‘Nothing!’ Narraway said in exasperation after they were all gone. ‘We haven’t learned a damn thing! It could still have been anyone.’

‘We’ll start again,’ Pitt replied wearily. ‘Somebody did it. There’ll be an inconsistency, a character flaw somebody knows about.’ He was repeating it to comfort himself as  much as Narraway. Impatience was a fault in investigation, sometimes a fatal one.

He turned to Tyndale. ‘Where do the guests’ servants sleep?’

‘Upstairs in the servants’ quarters,’ Tyndale replied. He looked exhausted, his skin blotched on his cheeks, the freckles standing out on the backs of his hands resting on the tabletop. ‘We’ve plenty of room for them. All guests bring their own personal servants.’

‘Maybe they’ll remember seeing or hearing something. Do they eat with the Palace servants?’

‘Not usually,’Tyndale responded. ‘They’re not really part of Palace discipline. We have no control over them.’ He said it wearily, as if with long memory of unfortunate incidents.

‘Please get them back here, one at a time.’

They began with Quase’s man, who said only what he had said before. The second to come was Cahoon Dunkeld’s man, florid-faced, and sunburned like his master. He stood to attention.

‘Came down the servants’ stairs, sir?’ he said to Pitt’s question. ‘No, sir. Not possible, sir, unless it were after two in the morning. I was up an’ about myself, sir. Pantry at the end o’ that corridor, right opposite the bottom o’ the stairs. Was up there getting Mr Dunkeld an ’ot drink, sir. Bit of an upset stomach, ’e had. In an’ out, an’ along that corridor, I was, right from the time ’e came up to bed.’

‘An upset stomach?’ Narraway’s eyes opened very wide.

The man looked uncomfortable. ‘Yes, sir. If you’ll pardon my saying so, sir, His Royal Highness can hold his drink rather better than most. Mr Dunkeld doesn’t like to let him down, so he keeps pace, like, but times are he pays for it. Best prevent that, if you can. Spot o’ the hair o’ the dog as bit you, if you get my meaning?’

‘That’s usually the following morning!’ Narraway said tartly.

The man pulled his mouth into a grimace. ‘I got me own remedies, sir. Duty of a gentleman’s gentleman to know these things. I couldn’t see the door to that cupboard’cos it’s round the corner from the pantry, but I could see the servants’ stairs, an’ I’d stake me oath no one came down that way. Not before ’alf-past two in the morning. An’ just Mr Edwards went up.’

‘You said two!’ Narraway said sharply.

‘Yes, sir. I waited another half-hour, in case Mr Dunkeld needed me again. Had a cup o’ tea meself. No point in just getting to sleep, an’ having to get up and go back down again.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, sir.’ He still stood straight as a ramrod. ‘And in case you’re thinking as it was me as killed that poor creature, Mr Dunkeld’ll swear for me, sir. Didn’t have time, nor any idea, to do summink like that.’

‘Thank you,’ Narraway said thoughtfully, his face bleak and pale. ‘That’ll be all.’

‘Yes, sir.’ He withdrew gratefully.

Narraway looked at Pitt. ‘I am afraid it begins to look as if this party of His Royal Highness’s will require a great deal more investigation. If what Edwards and Dunkeld’s man say is true, then the conclusion cannot be avoided that one of the guests is a madman.’




Chapter Two

ELSA DUNKELD awoke to find Bartle, her lady’s maid, standing at the foot of the bed with a tray in her hands. The curtains were already opened and the sun streamed in, lighting the unfamiliar room. It was a moment before she remembered where she was. She had slept poorly, troubled by dreams of empty corridors through which she was looking for someone she never found. They were there in the distance, and then when she approached they turned to face her, and were someone else, strangers she fled from.

‘Good morning, Bartie,’ she said, sitting up slowly. She saw that the tray was set not for morning tea but for breakfast. She had not wished for breakfast in bed, but perhaps that would be pleasanter than facing the others again so soon.

‘I’m afraid it isn’t a very good day, Miss Elsa.’ Bartle set the tray down on the table beside the bed to leave Elsa room to arrange herself comfortably. She had been with  Elsa since before her marriage to Cahoon Dunkeld seven years ago and never doubted with whom her loyalty lay. She was in her fifties, broad-hipped, sensible but with a startlingly fresh sense of humour. Mostly she kept her opinions to herself, which - considering what they were - was just as well.

‘I don’t suppose it will be any worse than yesterday,’ Elsa replied with a slight smile, pushing her hair back off her brow. ‘We can manage it for a week.’

‘I’m afraid today will be a lot worse,’ Bartle said grimly. ‘You’d better take a sip or two o’ that tea.’ She placed the tray on Elsa’s lap and poured from the pot without being asked to.

‘Why? Is Mr Dunkeld in an ill temper?’ As soon as Elsa had said it she regretted being so frank. She should keep her fear to herself.

‘Not as far as I know, ma’am,’ Bartle answered, pulling her lips tight. ‘In fact full of ’imself, so Nellie said. Taking charge of everything.’

That was unusual candour, even for Bartle. For the first time it occurred to Elsa that there was something really wrong. ‘What is it?’ she said nervously. ‘What’s happened?’ She imagined some romantic intrigue. The first and most obvious one that came to her mind concerned Cahoon’s daughter by his first marriage, Minnie Sorokine. Minnie was in her late twenties, tall and slender, yet with a voluptuous grace. She was not conventionally beautiful; instead she had an air of daring  and glamour about her that was more exciting than mere regularity of features or flawlessness of complexion. It suggested passion and originality, a challenge to master. There was something unsatisfied in her that gave her a restlessness many men found attractive. Eight years ago she had married Julius Sorokine. This fact was so painful to Elsa that she couldn’t bear to dwell on it, and yet neither could she fully leave it alone. Minnie and Julius’ wedding had happened just before Elsa had married Cahoon, although Elsa was ten years Minnie’s senior. Family obligations had delayed the point where Elsa was able to marry, which in fact had not been a hardship because there had been no one she truly loved. But then she met Julius, and of course that was far too late. By then he was her son-in-law, and there was no hope at all for any other relationship between them, just a dream that there could have been something infinitely, passionately better than this! Her life could have had laughter in it, kindness, the sharing of joy and pain, the trust and the inner gentleness that is love.

But Minnie had not found it in Julius, or she would never have indulged in that brief, white-hot affair with Julius’ half-brother, Simnel Marquand.

‘What is it, Bartie?’ Elsa said more abruptly. ‘Stop fussing with the things on the dressing table and tell me.’ She took a second sip of her tea, steadying herself.

Bartle put down the tortoiseshell-backed hairbrush. ‘The gentlemen had a . . . a party last night,’ she said stiffly. ‘It  seems one of the trollops they had in got herself killed . . . in the linen cupboard, of all places.’ She sniffed. In spite of her words, her face was crumpled with pity. ‘I can’t imagine what the stupid creature was doing there. Although I suppose they have to do whatever they’re paid for, poor things.’

‘Killed?’ Elsa was incredulous. The cup nearly slipped out of her hand. ‘What kind of an accident can you have in a linen cupboard, for goodness’ sake? You must be mistaken.’

‘It wasn’t an accident, Miss Elsa,’ Bartle explained miserably. ‘They’ve got the police in. That’s why everyone’s having breakfast in bed. The Prince has asked everyone to stay in their rooms until it’s been seen to.’

‘That’s absurd.’ Elsa struggled to grasp the meaning of what Bartle had said. ‘No one here would kill anybody, and surely the Palace, of all places, cannot be broken into?’

‘No, miss. That’s what’s so bad about it,’ Bartle agreed, waiting for Elsa to understand.

‘It must have been an accident.’ Elsa’s mind raced to think what could have happened. She had gone to bed early, as had the other three women, to avoid the appearance of even knowing about the party. ‘That’s the only thing possible. It’s ridiculous to get the police in.’

‘Shall I lay out the green and white muslin, Miss Elsa?’ Bartle asked.

‘If the woman is dead, I should wear something darker,’ Elsa replied.

‘She was a street woman, miss. And you’re not supposed to even know about her,’ Bartle pointed out.

‘She’s still dead,’ Elsa retorted.

Bartle did not reply, but went on laying out the expensive morning gown of printed linen and muslin. It had a deep collar heavily frilled with lace and ribbons, and more lace down the front and at the sleeves. A wide, dark green ribbon tied around the waist and fell on the first tier of the skirt. The middle tier was plain green linen, the third heavily gathered muslin again. Cahoon was generous, and of course he expected his wife to look both beautiful and expensive. It was a reflection upon him. He had married Elsa because she knew how to conduct herself, to say the right things, and use the correct form of address for everyone. She was an excellent hostess. Her dinner parties never failed. She had a gift for knowing exactly who to invite with whom. And she never complained. That was part of the bargain between them.

‘Bargain’ was a terrible word to describe a marriage, and yet, tacitly, that is what it had been, in spite of the turbulent physical beginning. And that was past now. Emotionally she bored him, which both hurt - because it was humiliating - and was a kind of relief, because she no longer desired him either. He was intelligent, commanding to look at, and he certainly afforded her a life of luxury, travel and conversation with most interesting people - men who invented, explored, dared and governed all over the Empire.

Elsa knew she was envied. She had seen the quick fire of interest in other women’s eyes, the flush to the skin,  heard the altered pitch in their voices. She had enjoyed it. Who does not wish to have what others also so clearly want?

But at the end of even the most vigorous or luxurious day, even if briefly physically intimate, at heart she was alone. She and Cahoon did not share laughter or dreams. She did not know what hurt him or moved him to tenderness, nor did he appear to know it of her. What twisted the knife in the wound was the fact that he did not wish to.

Would life with Julius have been any different? It was a sudden, bitter thought that if he did not love Minnie, maybe then perhaps he was not capable of loving anyone.

 



It was a long, frustrating morning alone. She did not go to the withdrawing room for the guests’ use until shortly before luncheon. The walls were lined in vivid yellow brocade exactly matching that of the sofas and the seats of the elegant, hard-backed chairs. The enormous windows, stretching almost to the height of the ornate blue and white ceiling, were curtained in the same shade. The mantel was white also, with tall blue lamps on either end of it, giving the whole room a delicate, sunny feeling. The carpet was pale blue and russet. The only darker tones were the surfaces of the tables in the centre and against the wall, where one might rest a glass.

Elsa found only Olga Marquand there, who was wearing a gown of a plum shade that did not flatter her dark looks.  It should have been warming to her sallow complexion, and yet somehow it failed. Nor did its severe line lend her any suggestion of softness. A gathering, a drape, an additional tier of skirt might all have helped.

Olga was a little above average height, and very slender. With more confidence she would have been elegant, but looking at her now, Elsa realised how little Olga had the spirit to fight. She did not brazen it out and make people believe that her square shoulders and angular grace were more interesting than the more traditional curves of someone like Minnie. She had high cheekbones and a slightly aquiline nose. Her brow was smooth and her black hair swept back from it with unusual classic severity. Her dark eyes were hooded. At their first meeting Elsa had thought Olga uniquely beautiful. Now she seemed beaky, and cold.

Olga turned as Elsa entered the room. ‘Have you heard anything more?’ she asked quietly. Her voice was good, even rich. ‘Who is it who died? Why is everyone being so secretive?’

‘My maid said it was one of the . . . the women from last night’s party,’ Elsa replied, keeping her own voice low as well.

Olga raised her arched eyebrows. ‘What did she do, fall downstairs blind drunk?’ Her voice was raw with disgust, and perhaps it was pain also. Elsa could only guess how she felt that her husband was willing to associate with such women, even if it was only to please the Prince of Wales.  Perhaps he thought that he had no choice, if they were to ensure the Prince’s support in their bid to gain the contract for a railway right from Cape Town to Cairo, like a spine to all Africa. Did Olga understand that, or did it hurt too much for her to care?

Elsa looked at her and thought how different they were. She realised with surprise that she was not repulsed by the thought that Cahoon should have indulged himself with either the brandy or the women. She would have, in the beginning, but not now. Olga cared to the point where she could not keep from betraying the pain of it, even in front of others. It was more than self-possession or dignity, or a trespass on her pride. She still loved Simnel, in spite of everything.

Olga was staring at her, waiting for a reply. She was angry, perhaps because Elsa was not hurt as she was, or maybe because it was Cahoon who had arranged the evening.

‘In the linen cupboard, I believe,’ Elsa said aloud.

‘You must be mistaken.’ Olga was derisive. ‘How can you kill yourself in a linen cupboard? Did she suffocate in a pile of sheets?’

‘I gather it was worse than that, but I don’t know how.’

Olga tried to hide her shock. ‘You mean somebody did it deliberately? That’s absurd. Why would anyone bother?’ There was an infinity of contempt in the final word.

You are wearing your unhappiness too openly, Elsa thought. It does not make you more attractive. Aloud she said, ‘I don’t  know. But men do a lot of things for reasons I don’t understand.’

‘Including having women like that to a party!’ Olga added bitterly.

Liliane Quase came in in a swirl of pale golden-green skirts, light, airy and feminine. She was beautiful in an abundant way. She had creamy skin, dark auburn hair and eyes of golden brown. She was just a little too short to have real grace, but most of the time she disguised it with cleverly cut gowns that suggested more height than she had. Today the line of the gathered second tier was lower than usual, sweeping outward and making her legs seem far longer. Another woman would notice the artifice, but a man would not.

Elsa found herself smiling very slightly. She also knew that Liliane wore a higher heel to her shoes and had learned to walk in them very gracefully. She must have practised a long time.

‘For goodness’ sake, it’s necessary to humour the Prince of Wales, Olga!’ Liliane said impatiently. ‘It’s probably largely harmless, a bit of showing off. It’s all very silly, but it’s even sillier of you to allow yourself to be offended by it.You give it more importance than it deserves.’ She looked around for some form of aperitif, and saw nothing. ‘Women who keep taking offence are very tiresome, my dear. Nothing bores a man faster. Take my advice and pretend you don’t care a fig. In fact, better than that, don’t allow yourself to care.’

Olga drew in her breath to make a stinging retort, then apparently could not think of one. ‘Elsa is hinting that she was murdered,’ she observed instead.

Liliane swung around to regard Elsa with surprise. ‘Who is saying such an idiotic thing?’ Her voice was perfectly steady but her eyes were bright and her gaze unnaturally firm. ‘Murdered how?’

‘I don’t know,’ Elsa admitted. ‘But she was found in the linen cupboard.’

‘The linen cupboard!’ Liliane exclaimed. ‘By whom, for heaven’s sake? Probably some stupid maid in hysterics. I dare say the wretched girl was with child and tried to abort herself. I expect they’ll get it cleared up, and we can all get back to what matters. There is a great deal to discuss yet to ensure that His Royal Highness is fully aware of all the facts.’

‘I’m sure he knows the map of Africa as well as we do,’ Olga told her. ‘It’s really quite simple. Cape Town is on the coast of South Africa, which is British anyway. After that the railway would go up through Bechuanaland, then the British South Africa Company territory. There is only the stretch between German East Africa and Congo Free State that is foreign, then we are into British East Africa. Sudan might be tricky, but then there’s Egypt, which is British, and we are in Cairo. It isn’t largely the diplomatic issues that are the problem.’ She dismissed them with a jerk of her hand. ‘It is the engineering. Let the police clear up whatever happened to this woman in the cupboard. It’s  totally absurd for such a thing to hold up discussion of a railway which will change the face of the Empire. There must be prostitutes dying every day, somewhere or other.’

‘This is not “somewhere or other”,’ Elsa pointed out. ‘It is a linen cupboard in Buckingham Palace, not twenty yards from my bedroom door, or yours, for that matter.’

‘My dear,’ Liliane said with elaborate patience, ‘it is as irrelevant to you as if it were in China! For goodness’ sake forget about it, and concentrate on being charming to His Royal Highness. It’s probably not good manners even to mention such a thing, let alone be seen to be disconcerted by it.’

‘Positively vulgar!’ Minnie said from the doorway. ‘A guest should never appear to find anything odd, no matter what it is. Good morning, Elsa, Mrs Marquand, Mrs Quase.’ She looked superb. Her morning gown was a rich golden yellow with a long, two-tiered skirt that swayed when she moved, and had ribbons at her throat and wrist. The bloom of youth was in her skin, her eyes were bright, and she had a kind of concentrated energy so delicately controlled that she seemed to be more alive than any of the others. It was an inner excitement as if she knew something they did not. Elsa sometimes wondered if that were so.

‘I suggest we don’t refer to it,’ Minnie added, moving over towards the door into the dining room. ‘Where is everyone else?’

‘It is more than a misfortune in domestic arrangements,’  Elsa said tartly. Minnie’s callousness annoyed her, as did everything else about her at one time or another. Minnie’s father’s intense admiration for her was almost a fascination, as if she were a reflection of himself. But most of all, of course, the spur to her dislike that she was Julius’ wife.

‘No, it isn’t,’ Minnie contradicted her with a slight shrug. ‘People do die. It can’t be helped. It is rude to make much of it. I should be fearfully embarrassed if one of my maids died vulgarly when I had house guests.’

‘Of course you would,’ Julius agreed, coming in from the hall. ‘Dying vulgarly is a privilege exclusive to the upper classes. Servants should die decently in bed.’

‘Don’t be witty, Julius,’ Minnie snapped. ‘It doesn’t become you. Anyway, she wasn’t a servant, she was a . . .’

‘Where should they die, my dear? In the street?’ he enquired languidly.

She opened her eyes very wide and stared at him. ‘I have no idea. It is not a matter I have ever considered.’ She swung round, elegantly turning her skirt with a little flick, and walked away into the dining room.

Julius glanced at Elsa, a faint, rueful smile on his face, and then sighed and followed after his wife.

Elsa felt her throat tighten and her heart lurch.

Then the moment was broken by Simnel coming in. Although he was Julius’ half-brother, they were not alike. Julius was taller and broader at the shoulders, and Elsa could see a greater imagination and more vulnerability in the line of his mouth than in Simnel’s. But then she was  more certain of her emotion than of her judgement. Perhaps that was only what she wished to see.

‘What on earth is going on?’ Simnel asked, looking around. ‘Who are the men asking questions and sending the servants into hysterics? I just saw one of the maids with tears streaming down her face, and she ran from me as if I had horns and a tail.’

Cahoon came in practically on his heels. ‘There’s been an ugly incident,’ he answered, as if the question had been addressed to him. ‘One of last night’s whores was murdered. Regrettably we have to have the police in, but if they do their job properly they may clear it up within a day or so. We must just keep our heads and go on with our work. Shall we go in to luncheon?’ That was an order more than a suggestion. ‘Where is Hamilton?’

Elsa disliked the use of the word ‘whore’. It sounded so pitiless, particularly when her husband was being brutally frank. She had despised the women when they were alive, but now that one of them was killed she felt differently. It was uncomfortable, even disconcerting, but for the sake of her own humanity, she told herself that she needed to observe their common bond more than their differences.
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