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Chapter 1

Caxton Manor December 1924

‘He’s dead!’ Colonel Sir Simon Caxton stood staring down in horror at the man lying in a pool of blood stained snow.

I was inclined to state that it was blindingly obvious, but decided against. It was damned irritating though, I’d just come all this way to investigate the man.

‘But you were supposed to prevent this,’ Caxton continued.

‘How the devil could I?’

‘But…but that’s why you’re here.’ Caxton spluttered. A chap approaching seventy, he seemed the affable sort; an old fashioned country squire enjoying his estate after an honourable and distinguished military career. He’d begun to bluster as the full significance of the murder started to reverberate.

‘He was killed before I arrived,’ I pointed out – quite reasonably, I thought.

We were standing under a full moon in a starlit sky surrounded by dark shadowed trees. My black greatcoat created a striking contrast to the white blanketing snow, casting our profiles in sharp angles of shadow and light. Well mine was, Caxton’s face was round and creased – too many years of comfortable retirement had plumped his cheeks and softened his jowls. He was clad in tweeds with a mustard-coloured bow tie, waistcoat and plus fours, having not yet changed for dinner. He was shivering, obviously feeling the cold.

‘Yes…yes, I understand,’ Caxton tried to pull himself together. ‘Blast it, this is an appalling situation.’

My attention was fixed on the corpse, I narrowed my eyes as I took in the details.

‘Sir, sir,’ a young man came stumbling through the snow, he wore a neat valet’s outfit, stiffly starched and crisply new. ‘Mr Wolfe, I couldn’t find you, I thought you must have–’ he trailed off abruptly. ‘Argh! Is that…is that man dead, sir?’

‘Yes,’ I replied.

‘Oh, sir….’ The lad’s voice wavered, his thin legs wobbled. ‘I…I always faint at the sight of blood.’

‘Then stand back,’ I told him. ‘I don’t need you falling onto the corpse.’

It didn’t help, his pale face turned a shade paler. He sank to his knees, but then valiantly scooped up a handful of snow and rubbed it over his freckled cheeks and nose. It seemed to do the trick as he struggled back to his feet and plastered down his sandy hair until he’d returned it to its customary neatness. ‘Sorry, sir,’ he whispered.

‘You’d better go back indoors,’ I told him.

My Chief had inexplicably foisted the lad on me only this morning. It seemed unnecessarily eccentric of him, and he was hardly the type given to eccentricity. I knew he’d recently married, but I couldn’t imagine that would have made any difference, apart from indicating he may be human after all.

‘I think…ahem, I think I should be of assistance, sir,’ Dicks said, steadying his voice, and his resolution ‘It’s a valet’s duty. It says so in my book.’

That gave me pause. The lad was clearly shocked, but he hadn’t bolted, which was something in his merit. ‘Even in the case of murder?’ I raised a brow.

‘You didn’t murder him, did you, sir?’

‘I did not,’ I assured him.

Dicks took a deep breath of cold air. ‘Then I should remain at your side, sir.’

‘Fine.’ At least that was settled. I returned my attention to the body at my feet. A large man of middle age, he was lying flat out in the snow barely a hundred yards from Caxton Manor, an elegant Georgian mansion set in two hundred acres of glorious Cambridge countryside. The pearl-handled knife protruding from his chest was clear evidence of the cause of death. The blade had been driven through the extravagant red and gold waistcoat straining across his stomach, blood had stained the cloth the colour of deepest burgundy.

‘Who is he, sir?’ Dicks asked while trying not to look down.

‘Boris Bullen,’ Caxton answered.

Boris Bullen was the head of one of the country’s vital chemicals industries; a man who was powerful, influential, arrogant, and rich. And now murdered.

‘That’s one of our steak knives,’ Caxton added through gritted teeth.

‘Where are they kept?’ I asked.

‘In the cutlery chest in the dining room,’ he replied in irritation.

‘Easily accessible to anyone staying in the house?’

‘Yes, of course,’ he snapped.

I knelt beside the body, scrutinising the man’s fleshy face, looking for signs of stupefying drugs or poison in his pale blue eyes, pudgy nose and full lips. Nothing appeared obvious and there was no bruising or blood in the man’s sparse brown hair to indicate a struggle, nor cuts to his large hands. I ran gloved hands up and down the body, searching for whatever was in the pockets of his expensively tailored evening dress. There was only a wallet. I slid a brown envelope from inside my greatcoat to drop the wallet into it, then held the envelope up.

‘Dicks,’ I said, thinking to give the lad something to do.

‘Yes, sir?’ The lad replied.

‘Take this.’

‘I…erm. Right o, sir.’ He took the corner of the envelope gingerly between finger and thumb.

‘There’s no blood on it,’ I assured him.

‘Um, that’s good, sir,’ his voice quavered.

‘I’ll keep hold of it,’ Caxton said, and took it from the young valet, who let out a sigh of relief.

I pulled a silver torch from my pocket and swept the beam over the handle of the knife. ‘I can’t see any prints,’ I murmured. I unscrewed the base of the torch and removed a brush that had been expertly manufactured to fit into the end of it. The tip of the brush was lightly coated with grey powder from a reservoir at its base.

Dicks watched in fascination as I stroked it over the knife handle. ‘Oh sir, that’s a lovely piece. What type of brush is it?’

‘Camel hair.’ I slid the brush back into the torch and gazed at the now dulled pearl handle. ‘No, there are no prints,’ I said.

‘I’ve never seen anything like it before, sir,’ Dicks said, his pale blue eyes rounded. ‘And the engraving on the torch is beautifully done.’

‘Yes, it is.’ It was a pretty piece. I’d commissioned the torch and built-in powder case from my gunsmith to my own design. I like to have the right tools for the job. ‘The blood’s coagulated more quickly in the cold, but I’d say he’s been dead twenty minutes at least, probably thirty. Caxton, what time did you last see Bullen?’ I stood up, switched off the torch and slipped it back into my pocket. Caxton blinked up at me. I was well over six feet and a head taller than him, and more than that over young Dicks. Height could be useful on the rugger field, or cricket and all the rest. I’d found it had drawbacks in the fields of wartorn France though.

‘An hour ago, we’d had a drink together in the library, he said he’d see me shortly, there was something he had to do. I went to talk to my sister but she was busy… Bullen was full of himself,’ Caxton said, then momentarily closed his eyes. ‘I don’t know why he wanted to come. I’d invited a few old chums, and the ladies for our usual Christmas get together, and then two days ago I had a call from Bullen’s office saying he wanted to join us. I don’t understand it, who the deuce invites themselves to someone’s house for Christmas?’ His face sagged, the lines around his eyes and mouth deepening.

I had arrived at Caxton Manor just as the clock struck six, Dicks was with me. Colonel Sir Simon Caxton had met us in the hall, I could see he was agitated and upset. Once I’d sent Dicks off to go and unpack, Caxton told me he couldn’t find his uninvited guest, Boris Bullen. Given that he and his servants had discreetly searched the house, I concluded the man must be outside and had marched Caxton into the snow. It hadn’t taken long to spot the trail of footsteps. These had led to this shrouded glade hidden by a circle of tall evergreens. The body was lying in the centre.

‘When did you call Hector Sommerton?’ I asked him.

‘The day before yesterday. Just the moment after I put the telephone down on the call from Bullen’s office,’ Caxton said. ‘What was I to do? A man of Bullen’s standing, not to mention his questionable reputation. I had to have someone to keep an eye on things. Hector said he’d send his sharpest chap,’ he eyed me. ‘I assume that’s you?’

That didn’t merit a reply. Lord Hector Sommerton had been my Chief since he’d recruited me into his newly set up special operations unit back in the war. He’d remarked I was a hunter in need of a battleground. I can’t say I particularly agreed, but I can’t say that I was averse to the task either. He’d sent me behind enemy lines with the resistance; living their lives, suffering their deaths, dealing every blow I could. Then came peace and I’d drifted, while Hector merely shifted the centre of his many threaded webs back to London.

He’d set about establishing a shadowy investigative team he’d called Sector, working in conjunction with Scotland Yard. In theory it protected the country’s establishment, in reality it served ruthless justice for King and Country. I was his first recruit and he put me back in the battlefield – though this battlefield demanded dinner jackets, charm and a wary eye.

Caxton realised he wasn’t going to get a response and turned to Dicks. ‘Now, young man, you must return to the house and find my butler,’ he instructed. ‘Tell him to call the police and an ambulance. And impress upon him that nobody should know about this until I say so.’

‘Certainly, sir…’ Dicks fingers worried at the buttons of his dark jacket. ‘But won’t people notice the police and the ambulance, sir?’

‘No,’ I told them. ‘There will be no police, and no ambulance.’

‘What? Of course we must have them,’ Caxton objected.

‘It to be kept under wraps until I know what it’s about,’ I replied. Lord Sommerton will arrange things with the authorities.’

‘Oh…’ Caxton’s shoulders sagged. ‘Yes, yes, of course, you’re right. Will you talk to Hector?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Very well,’ Caxton agreed and looked back toward the lights of his house, just visible beyond the trees. ‘I think I’m in need of a stiff drink,’ he muttered.

‘But what about the body, sir? Dicks asked. ‘Shouldn’t we move him?’

‘He can stay here for now,’ I replied.

‘But, sir–’ Dicks began, then accepted that this was completely beyond normal convention. ‘Should I go back to the house?’

‘No, I want to look at your soles, and yours, Colonel.’

‘What?’ Caxton said.

‘Your boot prints,’ I said. ‘It’s standard procedure.’

‘Ah, I see.’ Caxton tried to raise his foot and had to steady himself with a hand on Dicks’ shoulders, which made them both wobble. ‘Criss cross treads. Quite distinctive. Look.’ He pointed to the ground where a shoe print could be seen in the snow. ‘There they are.’

‘And those are mine, sir.’ Dicks pointed to smaller prints with thin lines crossing them.’

I was quite aware what my own were, and paused to check the soles of Bullen’s heavy shoes. ‘Right, stay behind me, would you,’ I ordered and made my way back along the trail in the snow, my eyes on the ground. I stopped at the only print unaccounted for, unfortunately it had been partially obscured by another and wasn’t entirely crisp, but it had to be the killer’s.

‘It’s probably a man’s, judging from the size,’ Caxton observed.

We formed a circle to stare down at it.

‘Plain, without any visible tread marks at all, squared toe, it’s not a dress shoe,’ I said. ‘It shouldn’t be difficult to identify. Dicks, you can root through the boot room, see if you can find them, and ask the staff.’

‘But…yes, sir,’ Dicks said.

I shoved my hands in the pockets of my greatcoat and picked up the pace along the rest of the track, still scanning the snow for any other prints. Caxton was tottering slightly, the cold and shock were beginning to take a toll.

‘Ah, sir.’ The butler opened the door as we approached the columned portico to the house. He stepped back to allow entry into the warm confines of the hall, then addressed Caxton. ‘The staff have searched the house again, sir, but there has been no sign of Mr Bullen.’

‘He’s detained.’ I answered for Caxton.

The butler, Hobbs, arched his grey brows, his mouth dropping in his round face. ‘Detained, sir? Out in the snow? But…but how…um, ahem.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I mean, of course, sir. Will he um…will he be joining the other guests for dinner?’

‘No, he won’t, nor any other dinner, blast him.’ Caxton’s cheeks had reddened in the welcome warmth of the spacious hall. Faded rugs on a dark wood floor, mahogany staircase, tall ceiling, saffron yellow paintwork, myriad paintings and a traditionally decorated Christmas tree opposite a blazing log fire. All it lacked was a couple of labradors. ‘Library, Hobbs, and whisky. I’m frozen to the bone.’

I had shrugged off my greatcoat and handed it to a nearby footman, smartly attired in a livery of sage green and black. I’d dressed for the weather in a cream roll-neck sweater and thick winter tweeds. It gave the impression I’d just left the countryside, but I’d actually driven up from the city of London.

‘Where’s the telephone?’ I asked.

‘In the estate office, sir,’ Hobbs replied, still confused about Bullen’s whereabouts, and Caxton’s irritation. ‘Mason can show you the way.’ He indicated the young footman.

I nodded. ‘Lead on, Mason, there’s a good chap.’


Chapter 2

The estate office lay in a quiet spot on the north west corner of the large house. I followed the footman along an echoing corridor, taking in the fine paintings of country landscapes, horses, hounds and all the usual rural obsessions. The carpets were worn thin and the floorboards creaked, but the place was homely; glass fronted cabinets full of nickknacks, benches with embroidered cushions and leafy plants in large pots.

I had a smart house in St James’s. I can’t say I spent much time there. I’d never quite got around to making it either comfortable or inviting, and Hector Sommerton kept me on the move. This house was more my idea of a home, it resembled the family estate I’d inherited in Herefordshire. I hadn’t returned to it since the war, and there was nothing to draw me back. But I told myself that one day, if age or circumstance forced me to a halt, it might form a retreat where I could fish and hunt, ride to hounds and live a life grounded in rural reality.

‘Here we are, sir,’ the footman opened the door of a darkened room and bowed. ‘I’ll just get the light going for you.’ He leaned in to fiddle with an outdated gas wall lamp then bowed again and went off.

‘Belgravia 541,’ I told the operator. The candlestick telephone was on a plain desk in the workaday room. I sat down on the oak chair and waited for the usual whirr and clicks of the wires as they made the connection to an elegant house in the heart of Belgravia.

‘Yes?’ Hector Sommerton answered.

‘Bullen’s dead, murdered.’

‘Hell.’ Sommerton swore, his voice deep and resonant. ‘Did you find out why he’d gone there?’

‘No, he was killed before I arrived.’ I explained in short form how I’d found the body. ‘Caxton says he doesn’t know anything either.’

‘Given the background of his guests…’ he let that hang for a moment, his mind no doubt churning the possibilities. ‘Keep your nose to the ground, Wolfe. Is the woman there?’

‘Which woman?’ He’d given me a briefing before I’d left London, although Hector was ever spartan with the details.

‘Caxton called me while you were on the road, he said Bullen brought a woman with him.’

‘He didn’t mention it.’

‘Right…I’ll inform Scotland Yard that you’re already in place and will run the investigation. Someone will need to act the policeman while you play the guest. I’ll send a man down. Report back when you’ve assessed the woman.’ He instructed then added, ‘And find out who killed Bullen, and why.’ A clunk sounded as he put the phone down.

I banged the earpiece back on its hook. I usually worked alone, why the hell did he want to send another man? He’d already lumbered me with Dicks for some unfathomable reason.

I walked back to the hall to be met by Hobbs, who appeared to take fright at the expression on my face and instantly offered to lead me to the library.

‘Cook has prepared a light refreshment and we have Braeburn malt, if it should appeal, sir,’ Hobbs’ voice had tightened a couple of notches.

‘Yes…fine.’ I assumed a look of polite neutrality. ‘Braeburn is an excellent choice, thank you, Hobbs.’

Caxton was already seated in his library, his hand clasped around a glass of amber liquid. A log fire crackled in the marble hearth, casting a flickering glow across shelves lined with leather-bound books. Garlands of green holly, red berries and ivy adorned the mantelpiece, the atmosphere was a warm fug, fragrant with wood smoke, Christmas spices, pipe tobacco and old leather–a classic sanctuary of tranquillity and comfort.

I took the club chair opposite Caxton. Hobbs moved like the good butler he no doubt was, to place a generous serving of whisky on the small table at my elbow.

‘There are slices of game pie, crackers with cheese and pickles, quartered scotch eggs with mustard and sliced pears,’ Hobbs intoned, indicating the silver tray holding plates of savoury treats on the low table in front of us. ‘May I offer a selection sir?’

‘Thank you,’ I agreed. ‘And please arrange for my car to be put under cover.’

‘That would be the Bugatti in the turning circle, sir?’ Hobbs asked.

‘Obviously,’ I replied, then turned to Caxton. ‘How did Bullen get here?’

‘Um,’ he had just taken a bite of game pie. ‘Train, then taxi,’ he mumbled.

Hobbs picked items from the tray and arranged them on a gilt edged plate, deposited it next to my whisky along with a napkin, then bowed himself out with an audible sigh of relief.

‘Hector mentioned Bullen arrived with a woman,’ I said, picking up a laden cracker to devour it in two bites.

‘She’s called Kristin Linden,’ Caxton replied. ‘And she’s upstairs. The housekeeper just confirmed it.’

‘Did you know he was bringing her?’ I took a sip of whisky and then another. It was sublime. I finally felt warm for the first time that day. The drive had taken hours longer than it should have, snow had blown in to cover the roads and slow the traffic to a crawl. I stretched my legs towards the hearth as I waited for Caxton to finish eating his slice of game pie.

‘No,’ he replied after wiping a napkin across his mouth. ‘He arrived here shortly after lunch today and she was with him. He just strolled in, introduced her as his girlfriend and treated it as though it were perfectly acceptable. My sister Hortensia was practically puce with indignation. If my wife was still alive she’d have told Bullen to clear off and take his baggage with him.’ He sighed. ‘Poor old Sylvia, she was stiff necked but she had a jolly good sense of humour. Anyway, Kristin Linden doesn’t know a dickie bird about Bullen’s demise, unless she killed him, of course. Which I think a distinct possibility.’

‘Really?’ That gave me pause. ‘Why?’ I prompted, then took another sip of malt.

‘Because she’s a killer.’

‘What?’

‘It’s true. I came across her back in the war, late 1915. A hush hush meeting at Montreuil-sur-Mer. Major Talbot was with me, there were guards on every point, all very cloak and dagger. The man in the middle of it all was Lord Humphrey Carlisle, he was Chairman of Allied Chemical Enterprises back then. You’d know that, of course, and that they were producing weapons grade gas for the war effort at the time.’

‘ACE, yes. Bullen was chairman until someone just stabbed him.’

‘Well, precisely. Anyway I’d been designated by the Generals to negotiate buying their liquid gas for use against the Germans, it was a new process–’

‘Chemical warfare is a filthy business,’ I cut in, because it was one way of killing I thought foul, cowardly and bloody dangerous.

‘I agree, but it was a necessity forced on us by the enemy,’ Caxton responded. ‘Anyway, our meeting didn’t break up until the early hours. It was a complicated business and rather early days for these type of weapons. I’d studied chemistry as part of Natural Sciences at Cambridge which is why they roped me in–’

‘You could condense this,’ I said, trying to keep the irritation out of my tone.

‘But this is what it’s all about,’ he blustered.

‘Right,’ I replied. ‘Please continue.’

‘Next morning we found Carlisle dead in his room, a knife in the back of his neck, the money he’d been carrying was gone and the woman with it.’

‘The same woman as upstairs?’

‘Yes, exactly.’

I considered that and the implications. ‘Why was Carlisle carrying money?’

‘Oh, just part of the deal,’ he said vaguely. ‘But I’d caught sight of the woman, the one now upstairs– it happened by accident, Carlisle had left his pen at the table and I stopped by to give it to him. I was weary and not thinking, I just opened his bedroom door, waving the pen and saw this woman in his room. She was dressed but you can imagine what I thought. Carlisle dashed over to me, snatched his pen and hissed that she was assisting him in delicate negotiations, then shut the door on me. I went to bed thinking it all a bit rum. Anyway, when his body was discovered next day and all hell broke loose. Intelligence was brought in and they soon found out she’d been let in by one of the guards on Carlisle’s orders. She’d vanished of course, but we learned her name was Elsa Svenson. I think that’s who Kristin Linden really is. She’s the spitting image of her.’

Elsa Svenson… The name cut through me, my face froze for a split second, then I forced myself to relax. Caxton hadn’t appeared to notice. ‘I doubt it,’ I said, my voice controlled and neutral, though my heart had jolted at the sound of Elsa’s name.

Caxton carried on. ‘I rang Hector again just after Bullen arrived, he said you’d know about her. I took it to mean you’ve met the woman too.’

‘Yes.’ Why the devil hadn’t Hector warned me? Elsa was riven into every fibre of my being – the scent of her, the sound of her voice, the sensation of her skin on mine…the last time I saw her was burned into my brain forever. And I knew Elsa Svenson could never be the woman who’d arrived with Boris Bullen.

‘Well, whoever Kristin Linden is,’ Caxton continued. ‘The whole thing is damned suspicious, and if she is Elsa–’

‘She’s not Elsa Svenson,’ I snapped.

That made him stare. ‘There’s really no need to raise your voice,’ he replied, then let his shoulders slump again. ‘Why was Bullen here?’ he asked plaintively. ‘He’s a ruthless industrialist and a nasty bully who’s only interested in money. Why did he want to come here? And with her?’

I knocked back my drink. ‘I’m going to change for dinner. What time is the gathering?’

‘Dinner’s at eight,’ Caxton said dolefully. ‘There are cocktails first in the drawing room. My sister Hortensia and Lady Eleanor Moreton are giving a recital. They do it every year. It’s dreadful, a cat can sing better, but it’ll cut some of the chatter down. Hobbs is telling the guests that Bullen is indisposed, if any of them ask, that is.’

‘Kristin Linden will certainly want to know.’

‘I’m sure she will, and she’ll be told the same thing.’ He suddenly tugged the envelope containing Bullen’s wallet from his pocket. ‘Don’t forget this.’

‘Thank you,’ I took it from him then stood to make for the door. ‘And I assume Bullen’s room has been secured.’

‘I…oh, damn and blast, I forgot all about it.’ Caxton spluttered.

‘I’ll find Hobbs,’ I said, and made a mental note not to rely on Caxton for anything more complex than opening a bottle.


Chapter 3

Dicks was in the hall near the Christmas tree, now lit with candles, their flames reflecting from red baubles, silvery strands of tinsel and any number of gaily painted wooden figures.

The lad had brushed his charcoal suit to perfection, his white shirt almost dazzling, and the points of his collar stiff and sharp. He’d taken up the correct stance; spine rigidly upright, shoulders square, chin up, wide eyes gazing about and thin hands clasping a small dog, whose tail began wagging furiously as he caught sight of me.

‘Sir!’ Dicks rushed over. ‘Wilf escaped. He peed on the potted palm and stole a santa off the tree and chewed it to pieces. I threw it in the fire but I think one of the staff saw me. I’m keeping a tight hold of him now. I’ve unpacked the cases and laid out your evening wear and polished your shoes. Are you going to change now, sir, because I can run a bath if you’d like.’

‘No, that won’t be necessary, Dicks. Did you feed him?’ I eyed the little dog; a bundle of white fur, one ear up, one ear down, bright brown eyes and a black button nose. He was tiny, only just reaching calf height. I’d found him in the snow last Christmas, utterly bedraggled, fur matted with dirt and harbouring an appalling stink. I’d called him Whiff, but as I’d nursed him back to health and got to know the little dog’s incorrigible nature, I’d changed the name to Wilf. A name derived from the Old Germanic ‘Wulf’. I thought it appropriate.

‘I did, sir,’ Dicks replied. ‘I asked in the kitchen and they gave me a big bowl of scraps. I’m rationing them.’

‘What about your search through the shoes in the boot room?’ I kept it casual but I wanted an answer from the lad.

‘I couldn’t find any without patterns on the soles, sir,’ Dicks was stroking the little dog’s ears as he spoke. ‘I looked at all of them really closely. None of them was damp or stained either, sir.’

I nodded. It would have been too easy, but it left a puzzle nonetheless. ‘Come with me, and don’t let Wilf go, he’s an accomplished escape artist.’ I aimed for the broad staircase.

‘Sir, I can’t come that way,’ Dicks stopped on the patterned rug. ‘I’m not allowed up the proper stairs. I’m to go by the back.’

‘Dicks, just do as I say.’

‘Oh…very well, sir.’ Dicks obediently trotted up the steps behind me.

The staircase continued on up the next flight, treads covered in a blue and red carpet. There were more oil paintings crowding the yellow walls, along with mirrors, bookcases and large vases filled with dried flowers.

There was no sign of the butler, so I had Dicks ring the bell on the second floor landing.

Hobbs arrived puffing for breath. ‘Sir?’

‘Bullen’s room,’ I said. ‘Where is it?’

‘Oh,’ Hobbs squeaked and put a hand over his mouth. It was obvious he’d been told about Bullen’s demise. Caxton must have let it slip. ‘I…um…um…his suite is along here, sir. Is there something I should do with it?’

‘Yes, take me there,’ I said, irritation in my voice, although it was caused by Caxton’s loose talk rather than the butler. ‘And not a word to anyone about Bullen. And I mean no-one’

‘Absolutely not, sir. You may rely on me. This way, sir.’ Hobbs waved a white gloved hand, his round face flushed pink under thin strands of grey hair. He led off, flustered under my watchful eye and the strange events unfolding in the house. He was puffing harder when we reached the door at the end of a broad corridor and stopped. He paused, then opened it warily and suddenly stepped back as though something might jump out at him.

‘Thank you, that will be all, Hobbs,’ I said, entering, then waited as the butler fumbled to close it behind me and Dicks.

‘What are we going to do, sir?’ Dicks asked.

‘Search the place. You can put Wilf down.’

Dicks let the little dog onto the carpet, he instantly scampered off, nose to the floor, white plumed tail held high. ‘Sir…’ Dicks began. ‘Are you a policeman?’

‘No, I’m an investigator.’ I assessed the room with a quick glance. A large satinwood desk and two matching chairs. Two sofas in yellow damask either side of the dying fire, a low table between them. Cream rugs on the floor, dual windows draped in the same damask fabric, walls a paler yellow, more oil paintings, a low bookcase, a bedroom just visible through the half open door on the opposite wall. This must be one of Caxton’s better guest suites.

I went over to the desk. A bundle of papers had been left on the leather inlaid surface. I picked them up and began reading. They were formal letters to Bullen about supplies of raw chemicals to various ACE factories. I couldn’t make head nor tail of them, but it told me the headquarters was in Great Marlborough Street and there were at least six factories dotted around the country.

‘Oh, I’m pleased you’re not a policeman, sir. I don’t want to go back to jail.’

‘What?’ I turned on my heel.

‘That’s where I was when Lord Sommerton found me, sir.’

Whatever answer I had expected, it certainly wasn’t that. ‘What was Lord Sommerton doing in a jail?’

‘It wasn’t a proper jail, sir, just a big police station really, and I don’t know why he was there, he just walked past my cell. He came back later and stopped and looked at me. He asked why I was there, and I told him I shouldn’t be and that something was wrong. Then an hour later they came and unlocked the door and took me down to the interview room. Mr Jakobs was in there, he’s Lord Sommerton’s butler,’ Dicks said, then corrected himself. ‘But you’ll know that, sir. Sorry, sir.’

‘Stop apologising with every other word and tell me what happened.’

‘Well, I went with Mr Jakobs to Lord Sommerton’s house in Belgravia,’ Dicks continued. ‘And he said I could work there for a while, and I did. They made me an under footman and gave me my own uniform. That was two weeks ago, sir,’ his voice was rising in enthusiasm. ‘I never thought I’d work in such a posh house, with so many servants. Everyone is really proper, sir. They’re all soldiers from the war and it’s organised so everyone has their jobs to do and scheduled times to do them–’

‘Never mind about Lord Sommerton’s household,’ I cut in. ‘Why were you in jail?’

Dicks face fell. ‘Like I said, sir, it was police custody. I hadn’t been to court or anything.’ He dropped his gaze to his polished shoes. ‘I was working for a big house in Somerset.’ He didn’t look up as he told his tale. ‘And there was a diamond bracelet stolen. The lady who owned it said it must have been taken by one of us servants, and our rooms were searched. They found the bracelet under my pillow,’ his voice shook with the tale. ‘I didn’t take it, I never would. I think one of the other footmen did and when he realised he’d get caught with it, he shoved it in the nearest room, and it was mine.’

‘The culprit didn’t come forward?’

Dicks shook his head, unable to speak.

I’d noticed the faded bruising around the lad’s right eye, there was another such one across his left cheek. ‘Did they treat you well in custody?’

Dicks sniffed quietly then straightened up. ‘The police were fair, and nice enough, but after I was arrested and questioned, they put me in a big cell, a bit like a cage really. I’ve never been inside a police station before,’ he said. ‘There were some other men in there, I think they’d been drinking. They were all bigger than me…I went and sat in a corner and I had my book with me, so I started to read it. It’s Beeton’s book on manners and etiquette. I’ve been studying it. One of them came over and took it off me and he showed it to the others and they all started laughing. I asked them to give it back but they pushed me, and then one of them tore my book. I got mad, sir, and shouted at him. It wasn’t right, he shouldn’t have done that. Then they hit me, and I tried to hit back but I couldn’t. Then another man that was there came over and punched him. He knocked him clean out with one blow,’ a note of awe rang in his voice. ‘It scared them away, and the man looked out for me. He was called Mr Fox, and he had a proper upper crust accent, just like yours, sir. Then the Sergeant came and put me in a cell on my own.’

I turned the name over in his mind, there was no Fox in Sommerton’s outfit. ‘Were you dressed in that outfit?’ I asked, nodding at the lad’s smart jacket and trousers.

Dicks shook his head. ‘No sir, I was dressed in my own clothes, but I always keep very tidy. I don’t like things to be messed up. This uniform is from Lord Sommerton’s house. They gave it to me this morning and told me I was going to be a gentleman’s valet. They said I was to wear it while I was working for you. It’s a big step up for me in my career, because I was only a junior under-footman before, and before that I was a bootboy.’

‘You intend a career in service?’

‘I do sir!’ Dicks’ natural enthusiasm returned. ‘My older brother is already a butler. My Dad was a coachman and Mum is a cook, but neither ever served upstairs, and they never dreamed my brother would get to be a butler. We’re all really proud of him, he works in the Cotswolds at the Earl of Bloxford’s estate, even though the old earl is dead and his daughter lives there now with an American husband. But it’s still a great achievement, isn’t it? To be a butler before you’re even thirty.’

‘I’m sure it is,’ I agreed with studied solemnity.

‘And my Uncle Greggs has been a butler for years. He’s the one we look up to, even though we hardly ever see him. He works for a famous detective, Major Heathcliff Lennox. He’s been in the papers. My Mum has saved all the cuttings. You must know him if you’re an investigator.’

‘I have not met Major Lennox, but I’ve heard he’s unconventional.’

‘He works for Scotland Yard with Inspector Swift. They’re famous consulting detectives now,’ Dicks’ face lit up. ‘I was going to ask Uncle Greggs if Major Lennox could help get me out of jail, but I didn’t want to tell him I was in jail because he might have told my Mum and it would have broken her heart. And Uncle Greggs would be really upset too.’ His face fell again. ‘Do you think my name is on a record somewhere, sir?’

‘Probably not,’ I lied. ‘Go and search Bullen’s bedroom, see what you can turn up.’

Dicks hesitated a second, then nodded. ‘Yes, sir…um, sir. Am I going to be an investigator now?’

‘No.’

‘Oh, that’s a relief sir! But I did notice that there weren’t any tyre tracks in the snow when we drove up. Does that mean whoever killed Mr Bullen is still in the house, sir?’

‘Yes it does. Now go and search the bedroom.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Dicks scooted off into the next room and looked around. Then he dropped down to peer under the large sleighbed, just in case someone might be under there. There wasn’t, and he let out a sigh of relief. It had already been a very strange day, and it was getting stranger almost by the minute…and finding dead bodies didn’t help either.


Chapter 4

I slipped quietly into the drawing room and crossed the carpet unnoticed by the assembled guests. We’d failed to find anything relevant in Bullen’s room despite an extensive search, and after changing into formal evening wear I decided to go and observe the potential suspects. Every eye was focused on the grand piano in the corner. I slowed to an amble and fixed my face to impassive, although it was difficult to avoid wincing at the noise. Two women were at the piano and the cause of the appalling racket.

Caxton had mentioned Lady Eleanor Moreton and his sister Hortensia were giving a musical recital, although it was a description that barely covered the caterwauling. The lady hammering the keys had silver blonde hair swept back in bouffant style over dark pencilled brows, her green eyes outlined in kohl to give a cat-like appearance. Dressed in a rose pink ensemble with a lacy decolletage, she was of a certain age with powdered cheeks and pink lips, creased but clenched in determination.

The accompanying soprano was almost as colourful. Unlikely dark curls, a lined face, more subtly made up, she looked the image of Caxton in a puce silk frock. I assumed this to be his sister, Hortensia. What she lacked in looks and talent, she certainly made up for in enthusiasm.

‘Thou shall find the winter’s rage, freeze thy blood less coldly.’ Hortensia’s dark brows bounced with every high octave note.

A passing footman held a silver tray of lurid cocktails and a few tumblers of whisky. I snagged a tumbler and took a sip. For the life of me, I couldn’t place the tune, another sip of the amber liquid helped loosened my thoughts. It was apparently a rendition of ‘Good King Wenceslas’.

Hortensia took an intake of breath, her ample chest expanding before throwing herself wholeheartedly into the lines, ‘In his master’s step he trod, where the snow lay dinted. Heat was in the very sod. Which the Saint had printed.’

I remained at the rear. Hector had provided a brief rundown of Caxton’s party during the briefing and I paused to pin the descriptions to the guests.

Major Reginald Talbot was easy to recognise, a frequent visitor and close friend of Caxton’s, he’d recently lost his wife. Grey-haired with bristling brows he was wearing a well worn dinner suit and black bow tie. Seated nearest the piano, his large frame sunk into a tapestry upholstered armchair, he looked glum, his heavy eyelids drooping as though he was trying to hide his thoughts, or simply falling asleep. He suddenly flinched, his eyes flying open, as Hortensia tried, failed, and tried again to reach a particularly high note.

Caxton was standing among a mismatched group of vacant sofas, his back to the fire blazing in the elaborate marble hearth and a whisky clutched tightly in his hand. The old man’s face looked haggard under the light of the crystal chandelier. I felt a moment’s sympathy for him. A comfortable Christmas gathering of old friends had suddenly exploded around the body of an important man and strange echoes of a murder from the past.

I switched my gaze to the drinks cabinet set between two tall windows, the red velvet curtains drawn against the night. The long line of bottles and glasses had attracted a small crowd. There were a couple of younger people who Hector Sommerton hadn’t mentioned, so I couldn’t place them. I was looking for the woman, Kristin Linden, but she must be behind them because I couldn’t see her. The mature man would be Lord George Naylor. I regarded him over the rim of my whisky glass: an Alpine tan and silver threaded hair gave his handsome features a veneer of gravitas. His dinner suit was superbly cut, broadening the shoulders and discreetly disguising a slight paunch. I wouldn’t be surprised if he used the same Savile Row tailor as I do.

Beside him stood his much younger second wife, Miranda, in a fashionable mint green frock. Her bright blonde hair fell in cultivated waves, she wore dazzling emeralds around her neck and hanging from her ears – they easily outshone the bright baubles decorating the Christmas tree behind her. They were both focused on the ladies at the piano, their expressions frozen into determined smiles.

As Hortensia’s final wavering notes of ‘ble-ess-ing’ echoed through the room, the assembled gave a rousing cheer. I was relieved to find that the exaggerated jubilation marked the end of the recital.

Curious eyes had begun to turn towards me, swiftly accompanied by whispers about the unexpected stranger in their midst. Caxton crossed the room and made his way towards Talbot, who was even now frowning in my direction.

‘Talbot,’ Caxton said. ‘Let me introduce you to–’

‘Dear Major Talbot! I do hope you enjoyed our little rendition.’ Lady Eleanor Moreton interjected, having left the piano and made a dash for the gentleman.

Hortensia stepped quickly to her side. ‘Yes, and a pleasure to perform on your behalf.’

‘Well…I…’ Talbot gave a forced smile and pushed deeper into his overstuffed armchair.

‘I will hold you to your promise,’ Lady Eleanor added archly. ‘It will be such an honour to have you accompany me at the piano. I’m certain a robust gentleman such as yourself must have a fine singing voice, and we have been hoping to hear it after all these years.’

‘Or perhaps we could perform a duet?’ Hortensia trilled. ‘It is always so wonderful to have one’s voice accompanied by true talent.’ She threw a narrowed glance at Lady Eleanor as she emphasised the word ‘true’.

‘Oh, well, I–’ Talbot tightened his grip on the arms of his chair.

‘Or you could give a reading?’ Hortensia said. ‘Your fine baritone will positively fill the room.’ She wafted her arms expansively. ‘We have a fine selection of books here. You and I could go to the library later and select something for you to read on Christmas Eve.’

Lady Eleanor’s lips pursed before she reassembled her smile and fluttered eyelashes at Talbot. ‘Or we could play some festive games? Charades would be quite the style.’

‘Ladies,’ Caxton said sharply, ‘perhaps we might save the inquisition for another day. I’m sure you would both like a drink after your…um…spirited performances.’ He waved to the footman wandering about with the drinks tray.

‘A whisky would be quite welcome,’ Talbot said, still eyeing the ladies warily.

This caused both women to make a grab for the last two glasses of whisky on the tray and offer them to Talbot.

He took one in each hand which caused a fluster and had them twittering over him.

‘Hortensia,’ Caxton spoke too loudly. ‘We are joined by another guest.’ He nodded towards me, standing aside, watching the ladies jostle for the Major’s attention.

‘Another guest?’ Hortensia said, turning around, her brows raised imperiously. ‘And whom may I ask, are you?’

‘Alexander Wolfe,’ I replied with a bow of the head and my best disarming smile.

‘Really? But we don’t know any Wolfe. Why are you here?’ She leaned in to peer at me. I stood my ground without a flinch.

‘I invited him,’ Caxton said even more loudly than before. ‘He’s um, his father was an old friend of mine. The war. It was back then.’ Caxton gave his sister a close stare and spoke with a heavy emphasis. ‘You remember, I told you he might be coming.’

‘Simon, what are you talking about?’ Hortensia was obviously not one to take a hint.

‘Well, he’s a fine looking chap,’ Lady Eleanor announced, and held a hand out for me to peck. ‘Do you sing?’

‘No,’ I replied, then added. ‘I’m afraid not.’

Caxton had hissed something in his sister’s ear and Hortensia now moved into hostess mode. ‘Well, Mr Wolfe, your glass is empty! We certainly can’t leave you with an empty glass.’ She turned to discover the servant who’d been strolling about with the tray had wandered off somewhere. ‘Drat it, where is the man?’

Talbot had climbed to his feet and now advanced on me. ‘Here. I was given two.’ He held out one of the tumblers of whisky.

‘Much appreciated,’ I replied with a respectful bow and formally introduced myself.

‘Wolfe?’ Talbot frowned. ‘There was a Wolfe back in the army. An irregular, I believe.’ He addressed Caxton. ‘Did you say you knew his father?’

‘Yes, that’s exactly what I said.’ Caxton insisted.

‘Well, you don’t want to waste time with old fellows like us.’ Talbot waved a hand towards the group by the Christmas tree. ‘It’s the young people you need, like the lovely Kristin – she’s here with Bullen. An appalling man. A damned upstart. I’ve no idea why he should come.’ He glanced around, as though suddenly realising he wasn’t there. ‘Where’s he got to?’

‘I mentioned he was indisposed,’ Caxton said.

‘Did you?’ Talbot was still peering about. ‘Why is he indisposed? Indisposed where? Why would he come here and then be indisposed?’

The question went unanswered as attention turned to the glittering approach of Lady Miranda Naylor.

‘Oh, do say your group is talking about something more interesting than that awful Teapot Dome business.’ Lady Naylor’s eyes glinted as they fell on me.

Her husband’s stiff stride brought him swiftly to her side. ‘It’s a great deal more than awful, it hints of corruption right in the heart of the White House,’ he lectured.

‘Yes, I’m sure it is, but it’s Christmas, darling, and we are here to enjoy ourselves,’ Lady Miranda replied, then smiled, rather sweetly actually. It was one of the few things that seemed genuine about her.

Caxton interrupted, and raised his voice. ‘Lord and Lady Naylor, you’ve joined us at the perfect moment. We were just about to thank our generous performers for the evening. Lady Eleanor Moreton, Hortensia, your Christmas spirit has, as ever, filled the room.’

The women clucked and demurred as we all applauded.

‘It’s our pleasure,’ Hortensia giggled gamely.

‘We could play again,’ Lady Eleanor offered enthusiastically with a big smile.

‘Yes, do go ahead, dear,’ Hortensia said. ‘I shall keep the Major company while you tickle the ivories.’

I hid my smile behind my whisky glass then took the chance to head for the drinks cabinet while the ladies rattled on. I strolled across the room, noting the antique furniture, sagging sofas, fussy cushions and embroidered throws. It felt cozy and lived in, the dark green walls hung with old paintings of fine horses and sweeping landscapes.

The liveried footman had returned and now stepped into my path wielding another tray of gaudily coloured cocktails. I almost recoiled as the unidentified young woman swept in front of me. She raised a slender hand to lift a lurid orange concoction from the tray. ‘They take some getting used to, don’t they?’ she said.

‘They’re certainly not for the faint of heart,’ I replied, wondering who she was and why she was here.

‘I’m Rosemary Walsh by the way,’ she said. Straight chestnut hair framed her flawless face; her large hazel eyes slid to meet mine. She was attractive and agitated.

‘Alexander Wolfe. Enchanted to meet you.’ I smiled a dazzling smile just for her, it made her stop and stare for an instant.

‘Yes, I’m…enchanted too.’ She was momentarily breathless, then pulled herself together. ‘I’ve been trying every cocktail that crosses my path lately.’ She took a long gulp of the drink then gave me a taste of her own dazzling smile. She had excellent teeth. ‘I’ve heard that in America these are the only things one can find to drink. It’s down to prohibition. Felix and I will be positively drowning in them in the new year, so I thought I might as well acquire a taste for them now. Actually, I’d really rather a glass of champagne. Are you sure you won’t be tempted?’ The uptilt of her chin, exposing her elegant neck, could have suggested she was implying more than the drinks. I didn’t respond and she gave a tinkle of high laughter, then glanced over her shoulder at a man around her own age. I assumed it to be Felix, and that her attempted flirtation was for his benefit. It was a wasted effort, his attention was fixed on a young woman in shimmering blue silk standing with her back to us. It was the woman I’d been looking for. Tall and slender with long pale blonde hair – she could only be Kristin Linden.

I focused back on Rosemary Walsh, noting her lips had fallen, a sadness dulling her eyes. ‘That’s a beautiful ring.’ I let my gaze fall on the glittering diamond on Rosemary’s finger.

‘My engagement ring from my devoted fiancé,’ she said with a brittle attempt at sarcasm and looked again at Felix. ‘We’re about to be wed. Felix wanted to spend Christmas with Sir Simon. He’s Felix’s godfather by the way. Felix almost grew up here, actually, so I can understand it.’ She paused to gaze at me with a tilt of the head. ‘You really are remarkably interesting. Those steel grey eyes could easily pierce a woman’s heart.’ She suddenly slipped her hand through my arm. ‘Come along, I’ll introduce you.’ She walked me to where Felix and the woman were standing.

‘This is not like Boris.’ Kristin Linden was saying to Felix, her accent distinctly nordic. ‘He would have said it to me if he were leaving. What does this ‘indisposed’ mean?’ She turned her head and I caught sight of her. Vivid blue eyes in a face of sculpted ivory, high cheekbones, perfect skin, refined lips and nose, she was breathtakingly beautiful. Caxton was right, she could be Elsa Svenson. She wasn’t, I knew that, but it didn’t stop the sudden longing, nor the aching hurt.

‘Felix darling, look. I’ve captured a wolf.’ Rosemary lifted her cocktail glass in mock salute.

Felix frowned. ‘What?’

‘His name’s Wolfe. Isn’t he adorable,’ Rosemary smiled. ‘And sooo very handsome.’ She tilted her head back to empty her glass.

I extracted my arm from Rosemary’s grip and held a hand out to Felix by way of introduction. ‘Alexander Wolfe.’

‘Oh, right,’ Felix looked nonplussed as we shook hands. A head of thick brown hair swept back from a pleasant face. Even features, he was broad and tall, with full lips and dark brown eyes, well dressed in tailored evening wear. ‘Felix Salthouse. Pleased to meet you and all that.’ He indicated Kristin Linden, who was clutching her hands and staring at the door as though waiting for Bullen to appear. ‘She’s mislaid the blighter she arrived with. No idea why she’s so bothered, he’s an appalling cad.’

‘I’m going to get another drink,’ Rosemary said and stalked off, her chin held determinedly high.

I said, ‘I see you don’t share your fiancée’s taste for cocktails.’

Felix took a sip of the red wine he’d been nursing. ‘I intend to enjoy all the good stuff I can lay my hands on before heading across the Atlantic. And my godfather does always provide the good stuff.’

‘He has excellent taste.’ I agreed. ‘I assume he’s your only family, from what has been said.’

‘Yes,’ Felix said. ‘Along with Rosemary now, of course.’ His eyes flicked to his fiancée, who had picked up another cocktail from the footman with the tray. He frowned. ‘Simon didn’t mention he’d invited anyone else.’

‘It was rather last minute,’ I said smoothly.

‘You’re staying for Christmas?’ he asked, his frown deepening as he looked up at me.

‘Possibly, I haven’t decided yet.’

‘You’re not anything to do with Bullen, are you?’ Felix demanded. ‘Because he wasn’t invited, you know.’

‘No, I don’t know the man,’ I continued, wondering if I should divert attention away from me and onto the beautiful Swede.

The arrival of Hobbs to announce dinner was served, saved me the effort.


Chapter 5

Polished oak panelling lined every wall of the dining room, its surface reflecting flames from the candles set along the white covered table. Strands of glossy green ivy had been woven along the centre, the colour mirrored in the gleaming crystal glasses and elegant silverware.

We’d waited for the ladies to be seated, then Hobbs led me past the huge stone fireplace to one of the dining chairs. He lightly touched one, and let me seat myself next to Kristin Linden.

I introduced myself politely then tried to capture her attention. ‘This must be quite a change from Christmases you’re used to in Sweden,’ I said.

A light frown crossed her perfect brow. ‘Who has said I was Swedish?’

‘Nobody,’ I lied. ‘I guessed it.’

She gazed at me. ‘I think you are a clever man. You look clever, I see it in your face.’ Time shifted, Elsa’s blue eyes on mine, laughing as I stroked her hair, teasing her, kissing her… ‘Where is Boris, do you know?’

I shut out the past, silently cursing Hector Sommerton because he hadn’t warned me I was about to have the pain and longing reignited. ‘No.’

‘He doesn’t care for me,’ she said plaintively. ‘They said he is indisposed but this word means nothing. He has gone away and left me here alone.’ She dropped her head to stare at her hands in her lap.

I resisted the urge to question her further. She was tense, on edge. The last thing I needed was for her to cause a scene, and yet I had a multitude of questions...Give it up, I told myself and looked around the table instead.

No seat had been left for the missing man, and no-one other than Kristin seemed to care. If anything, there was an air of relief among the guests. Nobody was talking much. Caxton was sitting at the top of the table, Hortensia next to him. She continued her efforts to attract Talbot, but the Major did nothing more than smile and nod as her conversation ranged through music, theatre, and even the weather.

‘Do you have a favourite carol?’ she asked him, a note of strain in her voice.

He neatened his cutlery, which already stood perfect sentry at his setting. ‘Can’t say I do.’

‘You must have had a particular favourite at school. What did you used to enjoy singing?’

‘We weren’t given to such frivolity.’

Hobbs placed a large helping of cream of mushroom soup in front of her, and she looked from this to Talbot. ‘And how about your favourite festive foods? Perhaps we can bring back some happy memories with that. This first Christmas without your poor dear wife will be a difficult one. We want to make you feel quite comfortable surrounded by all your old friends. Is there anything we can add to the menu while you’re here?’

Talbot looked down at his own plate, deep in thought. ‘I’m rather fond of potatoes.’

‘Potatoes…How marvellous…I shall be sure to tell the kitchen.’ Hortensia gave up her one-sided conversation and looked over at me.

‘So my brother knew your father, Mr Wolfe? And that was his reason for inviting you to join us?’ she asked. Several pairs of eyes snapped in my direction.

‘Yes, members of the same club before the war. I found myself adrift this season and decided at the last minute to take up his generous offer to join the Caxton Christmas. I’m glad to discover it every bit as welcoming as promised,’ I said smoothly, although I should have briefed Caxton with a more robust lie than the one he cobbled together about knowing my father.

Hortensia’s eyes narrowed, but she must have heeded her brother’s whispered words earlier and said nothing more on it.

Lady Miranda Naylor leaned closer to the table, her lovely face caught in the soft, golden glow of the candlelight. ‘And what is it you do, Mr Wolfe?’

‘Alexander, please,’ I smiled. ‘I’m involved in several enterprises.’ I reached for a bread roll, shifting my hand in just the right way to expose the deep red rubies in my heavy gold cufflink. A deliberately unsubtle sign of wealth. ‘I’m in the fortunate position to be able to follow my interests. I’m exploring a variety of endeavours.’

‘Chemicals?’ Naylor asked in a high handed manner. ‘Are you involved in the chemicals industry?’

‘No, I’m afraid not,’ I replied and turned to Lady Eleanor.

She beamed as I smiled at her, her kohl lined eyes lighting up. ‘I do so like a Renaissance man. Of course, dabbling can be far less becoming in a woman, but a gentleman, I believe, can carry it off so well. I personally dedicate myself to painting. I practise daily.’ She trilled. ‘My mother wanted me to focus on the piano, and I’m happy to utilise my skills for occasions such as this, but my real focus is my art.’

Hortensia eyed her across the table. ‘The last time I saw your work, you were in a watercolour phase, but I believe since then you’ve moved onto oils, or is it pastels? It’s so difficult to keep up.’

Lady Eleanor was gazing at me and didn’t reply.

‘In this light, I’m almost tempted to take up painting myself,’ Hortensia continued. ‘When we have such striking guests as Mr Wolfe and the beautiful Kristin, I’m sure one can’t help but want to paint such a striking pair. His raven black hair and sculpted profile, her ethereal beauty like a wood nymph or a water maiden. Do you think they’d make good subjects for you?’

Kristin barely glanced up. I reached for my wine glass.

‘I think they would make most excellent subjects,’ Lady Eleanor replied. ‘Though I’m not sure my small talents would do either of them justice.’ She dropped her eyes to her soup and stirred it in irritation.

‘Is it really necessary to talk such nonsense,’ Naylor said, his eyes narrowing at me.

Miranda frowned, then muttered something quietly to him.

Caxton was watching, he’d slumped into his chair.

‘I do not think it nonsense,’ Hortensia aimed the response at Naylor, then turned to Lady Eleanor. ‘But you’ve been inspired by Picasso lately, if I’m not mistaken. Our guests wouldn’t look quite so attractive with noses on their foreheads.’

‘I have been experimenting with new styles, but my work is nothing like his at all,’ Lady Eleanor retorted haughtily. ‘Mine is avant garde.’

‘Picasso was a founder of the art form now termed cubism,’ Miranda stated. ‘It was one of the first major movements to be described as avant garde.’

She earned a glare from Lady Eleanor for that. She appeared not to care – although there was a guarded air about her, as though she were acting the role of Lady, and had carefully rehearsed it, but not quite perfected it yet.

Talbot had finished his soup and set down his spoon with a clatter. ‘I read about that Picasso fellow. His artworks are quite valuable. These type of investments are not something to be overlooked given the current stock market challenges.’

‘Oh, yes, very sensible,’ Hortensia remarked. ‘I believe I read something about that too. Unique works of art such as his are sure to hold their value.’

‘As an artist,’ Lady Eleanor said, ‘I can certainly attest to the subtlety of his work’s impressionist quality. Although it’s something only visible to the truly cultured.’

Lord Naylor was dismissive. ‘His works resemble nothing so much as a child’s drawings. This modern art nonsense is a fad no sensible man would invest in.’

‘I think I must disagree–’ Lady Miranda started, but her husband continued over her.

‘It’s pure trickery,’ he continued. ‘Do not be deceived by smooth talking sophists.’

Rosemary Walsh drained her wine. ‘Times are changing. This is the modern era. It’s not a fad. Anyone who can’t see that is going to be left behind frightfully quickly.’

Felix appeared to be enjoying the lively debate. ‘I don’t think it’s trickery and art is a useful investment. It’s free of tax, easy to buy and sell, no nonsense over licences or getting lawyers involved. It’s portable and one can enjoy owning it until one’s ready to sell it on.’ That put him back in his fiancées good books, which he then blotted immediately by turning to Kristin. ‘Kristin, what do you think? Is there much of a modern art scene in Sweden?’

‘Perhaps. I do not take an interest.’ She lifted her shoulders in a disinterested shrug, the ice-blue silk of her dress rippling with her movement.

‘And what about you, Mr Wolfe?’ Lady Miranda cut in before Rosemary could open her mouth. ‘I’m sure you’ve got something to say on the matter. Are you a fan of modern art?’

‘I’d be more interested in the investment side of it,’ I replied lightly.

This led to an animated discussion of the challenges of the stock market and where and how to invest. The men had more to say of it than the women and the next course of roast beef, roast potatoes, carrots and a rich gravy was taken with talk of politics and finance.

I listened with one ear while enjoying the food – at least Caxton ran a good kitchen and a well stocked cellar. Dessert was light, madeira trifle with fruit, custard and cream, served with a sweet wine. The ladies then offered to leave the gentlemen to their brandies but it was turned down and we all strolled en masse to the drawing room.

Lady Eleanor made another offer to play the piano once everyone had settled on the mismatched sofas and chairs, but the responses were unenthusiastic. It wasn’t long before card games were started up around the tables set near the rear of the room. Caxton and I retreated to a couple of sagging armchairs with a brandy apiece.

‘Nobody seems concerned about Bullen’s absence,’ I said. ‘Though Kristin seems to think she is abandoned.’

‘Will she insist we call in the police?’ Caxton replied.

‘I doubt it.’ I resisted the urge to gaze over to where Kristin was sitting forlornly alone. Felix had been trying once again to chat to her until Rosemary had stalked over to him and demanded he partner her for bridge.

‘Do you think we ought to do it anyway?’ Caxton’s face had become florid from too much drink.

‘No, we hold to our original plan. Our best chance of catching the killer is while they’re unaware we’re even looking.’

‘I can’t believe it’s one of my guests. They’re my friends, Wolfe, and my family.’ Caxton clutched his empty glass. ‘Who do you suspect?’

‘No one yet. Why did Bullen decide at the last minute to join you?’

‘He just said some nonsense about looking up old pals from the war,’ Caxton said in irritation. ‘He was never a ‘pal’. We couldn’t stand him. He’d trample over anyone to get ahead. Utterly ruthless man and nasty with it. And he took the chair from Naylor after the armistice. How the devil does that make him a pal?’

‘Naylor took over from Carlisle? Not Bullen?’

‘Yes.’

I nodded, filing away the information. ‘Was Bullen expecting to share a room with Kristin Linden?’

Caxton spluttered at that. ‘I don’t know what he expected but he damn well wasn’t going to share anything with her under my roof.’

That made me smile, I leaned my head back against the soft chairback.

‘And what about–’ Caxton’s question was interrupted as a yapping, darting bundle of white fur ran into the room.

‘Wilf!’ I jerked up out of my seat and shouted. ‘Come here.’

Typically, he either didn’t hear or wasn’t interested in listening, not when there was a room full of exciting smells to explore. His black nose twitched as he dashed around feet and under people’s chairs. Two footmen and the butler all tried, and failed, to catch him as the guests watched, most of them laughing at his antics.

I strode over and leaned down to scoop the little scoundrel up. The ladies clustered around quickly. If nothing else, he was a magnet for attention.

‘Oh, he’s such a darling!’ Lady Miranda exclaimed with genuine delight.

Hortensia held out a hand to stroke him, but Wilf’s uncertain woof made her think better of it.

‘He won’t bite,’ I told her. ‘He’s all talk. I found him last year in the snow, abandoned by some wretch.’

‘How appalling,’ Rosemary said. ‘And did you save him from certain death?’

‘Difficult to say,’ I replied. ‘He was hungry, but I soon discovered he always is.’

‘I think that beneath your hard exterior, you are quite the Galahad, Mr Wolfe.’ Felix had come to join in. ‘Dashing to the rescue of the weak and pitiful. Or maybe that’s a Lancelot?’

‘I am neither,’ I replied coldly.

‘May I hold him?’ Kristin had come over, and now held out her hands.

‘Of course.’ I passed him over, a frisson of desire running through my blood as our fingers touched.

She cradled the little dog, who tried to lick her face. Her eyes were soft as she cooed over him, gentleness in her voice.

‘How old is he?’ Lady Eleanor asked, gazing fondly as Wilf lapped up the attention. ‘He must have been tiny when you found him.’

‘He was a puppy, barely bigger than my hand,’ I replied. ‘He’s been with me ever since. He thinks he’s my protector,’ I added with a wry smile.

‘What a silly little boy,’ Rosemary said as she reached to stroke one of Wilf’s ears.

Nobody noticed a man being shown into the room. He was clad in a trench coat over a rumpled dark suit, sporting an unlikely moustache, an unlit pipe in his mouth. He strode to its very centre and looked around, then removed the pipe.

‘Right. Where’s the body, then?’


Chapter 6

‘Body?’ Naylor was first to his feet. ‘What the devil are you talking about, man? You had better explain yourself,’ he growled.

I was still surrounded by Wilf’s group of admirers. They turned to look round, seemingly more surprised than shocked.

‘I was informed there is a body.’ The stranger remained dead centre of the room, turning slowly on the spot as though taking it all in. I assume this was the chap Hector had sent to ‘act the policeman’. If he was then he wasn’t playing it with any great conviction.

Naylor turned to Felix, anger in his eyes. ‘Is this some sort of elaborate joke devised to be funny?’ he demanded. ‘Because there’s nothing amusing about it.’

‘Felix?’ Rosemary turned in question to him.

‘Nothing to do with me,’ Felix said and folded his arms. ‘Why on earth would I?’ He called out to the man. ‘Who are you?’

The man in the trench coat remained nonchalant, he was around thirty, dark brown hair above a long face, sharp chin, flaring nostrils, thin lips and a prominent Adam’s apple. Not handsome, but pleasant enough features with a gleam of amusement in his dark eyes. ‘I’m Inspector Filton of Scotland Yard, here on official business. I’m investigating the murder committed on this estate today.’

Talbot came forward. ‘Murder? What murder?’ The old man sounded confused. ‘What on earth is he talking about?’ He peered around at the others.

Lady Eleanor went to his side. ‘It’s some sort of amusement, I believe.’

‘It most certainly is not.’ Hortensia puffed out her ample chest, ready to do battle.

‘There is no murder.’ Naylor returned to supercilious form. ‘If you aren’t a charlatan, then you’ve been seriously misinformed.’

‘George, what is this about?’ Miranda went to stand at his side, her hand lightly touching his arm.

Hortensia advanced on the Inspector. ‘You had better explain who you are,’ she demanded. ‘And what you are playing at.’

‘He said murder.’ Kristin was still holding Wilf, fear etched on her beautiful face. The dog had begun a low growl, his brown eyes fixed on the stranger.

Any reply was interrupted when the door opened and Dicks slipped in. ‘Sorry, sir, so sorry to interrupt,’ he whispered too loud and almost tiptoed to my side. ‘It’s Wilf. I only looked away for a moment and he was gone. I’ve searched everywhere for him, sir, and…’ He caught sight of the Inspector. ‘Mr Fox? What are you doing here?’

The Inspector stopped, then wafted the pipe. ‘Ah. It’s Inspector Filton, actually.’

‘But you’re Mr Fox,’ Dicks said, his eyes wide in surprise. ‘I remember you from jail.’

‘Jail?’ Naylor’s silver brows rose up his forehead. ‘And he’s calling you Fox. You introduced yourself as Filton.’

‘You were in jail?’ Miranda turned to Dicks.

‘I..I…’ Dicks’s eyes widened, and he looked in panic at me.

‘It was a police station,’ I instantly answered. ‘He had lost the dog.’

Filton put a hand to his forehead. ‘Ah, now I remember. Young Dicks. I encountered you when I was investigating one of my many cases.’

‘Is this true?’ Naylor turned to Dicks.

‘Yes, sir, really it is, sir,’ Dicks stammered in reply.

‘So who are you, Filton or Fox?’ Naylor demanded of the stranger.

The inspector paused to stroke his moustache, which I noticed was beginning to lift on its left side. ‘It’s actually Filton-Fox, which I’m aware is somewhat of a mouthful, so I rarely use the full thing. Perhaps we should simply settle on Fox.’

‘Your antics resemble a vaudeville act.’ Naylor’s lips curled. ‘I am not deceived. I don’t believe for one minute that you are actually an Inspector of Scotland Yard.’

‘Feel free to call them. They will confirm it,’ Fox replied in unruffled manner. ‘Are you the owner of this estate?’

Caxton stepped forward. ‘No, he’s not. I am.’

‘Then you’ll be the first person I require a statement from. I’d like to determine your movements today.’ From inside the pocket of the trench coat, Fox pulled a pencil and a notebook. He licked the pencil’s tip and held it expectantly. ‘Actually,’ he lowered the pencil, ‘perhaps you could start by telling me your relationship with the deceased, Mr Boris Bullen.’

‘Bullen.’ The name rippled around the room.

Kristin Linden, raised a hand to her cheek in horror, a sob escaping her lips. Dicks dashed forward to take Wilf before he toppled from her grasp.

‘Oh my goodness, that must come as a terrible shock,’ Lady Eleanor said, stepping toward Kristin. ‘Let me help you, dear.’ She took Kristin’s arm and directed her to a chair. Kristin sank into it.

Miranda Naylor looked at the Inspector, her face paled beneath the makeup. ‘Boris is murdered! I don’t understand. Are you serious? When? How?’

Hortensia was now in full command of herself. ‘Simon?’ She turned to her brother, brows raised. ‘What is going on? Where is Bullen? Is this true?’

Caxton hadn’t moved far from his chair. ‘I…I…I think we ought to allow the Inspector to explain,’ he quavered, then looked at me as his guests continued to stand and stare in confused disbelief at the stranger. I was inclined to join them, because I was certainly finding the man unbelievable.

‘Sir,’ Dicks had come to my side and whispered, ‘that really is the man that saved me from a hiding in jail. He was definitely calling himself Fox then. He didn’t say anything about another name, he didn’t have a moustache either and it was only two weeks ago.’

‘Thank you, Dicks. Take Wilf upstairs and don’t let him escape again. And do not repeat the word ‘jail’ again either.’

‘Yes, sir, I’m very sorry, sir.’ Dicks stole another look at the Inspector then dashed from the room.

Fox frowned after him, then addressed me. ‘Who are you?’ he spoke loudly so the rest could hear.

‘Alexander Wolfe, and I will indeed call Scotland Yard to determine if they have authorised this.’

Fox pressed down the wayward side of his moustache again, but it lifted free as he gave me a lopsided grin. ‘Of course. Any time, old chap.’ He came over. ‘You’re a guest, I assume?’

I lowered my voice and growled at him. ‘What the hell are you doing?’

‘Well Hector told me to come and play the detective, so here I am,’ he replied in an undertone.

‘You’re playing it like a bloody fool.’

‘There’s method in my madness.’ Fox raised a brow. ‘Watch and learn, Wolfe.’ He pushed his trench coat back and stuck his hands in his rumpled trouser pockets. Then he wandered around the room, gazing at the abandoned card games, half-drunk sherries, ports, and brandies. He observed Kristin Linden’s anxious expression, ran his eyes across Lady Naylor’s glittering array of jewels then at Hortensia and Lady Eleanor, Talbot, Naylor, Felix and Rosemary. Then he paused to make notes in his scrawling hand before shoving the notebook back in his pocket again.

‘I will not be treated like a suspect,’ Lord Naylor said. ‘This is an outrage.’ He glared at Fox. ‘We are not common criminals.’

‘You are ill-mannered, Inspector,’ Hortensia challenged, then addressed her brother. ‘Simon, why is he here? Is it true about Bullen?’

Caxton sighed and dropped back into the chair he’d been occupying, looking glum.

‘I don’t understand,’ Talbot said, his grey brows drawing together.

‘I think he needs to tell us what he meant when he said Boris Bullen is dead,’ Miranda Naylor spoke loudly.

‘Do you know if he is, or he isn’t?’ Fox spoke amiably, as though it were merely a passing conversation.

‘You’re the one who said he was murdered,’ Felix shouted out.

‘I did,’ Fox said and wandered another circuit. ‘He is dead, do not doubt it. Which of you did it? Confess now, and save us all time.’

This was met with incredulity, and anger.

Naylor had had enough. He stalked up to Fox and confronted him, finger stabbing at his chest. ‘Tell us the truth, is Bullen dead?’

‘He was murdered sometime between five and six this evening, his body lies outside in the garden,’ Fox replied, unconcerned by Naylor’s ire. ‘Isn’t that so, Sir Simon?’

Caxton looked down at his hands in his lap.

Kristin burst into loud sobs. ‘He is dead? Truly, he is dead?’ She covered her face with her hands.

‘I don’t believe any of this,’ Naylor continued. ‘I’m going to call the police.’

‘It’s true.’ Caxton stood back up. ‘It’s true. Bullen was killed outside, among the trees, I’ve seen his body myself. So has Wolfe.’

Shocked gasps ran around the room. Kristin’s sobs grew louder.

‘You said he was indisposed,’ Felix turned to Caxton.

‘Why the lie?’ Naylor demanded.

‘Simon, you didn’t say a word of this to me,’ Hortensia berated her brother. ‘And nor did you.’ She suddenly turned on me.

I brushed a few stray dog hairs from my dinner jacket. ‘It’s true, I have seen Bullen’s body, although it was purely by chance. I happened to meet Sir Simon just after he discovered the corpse. He advised me the police would come shortly and we should wait until they did so,’ I lied smoothly.

‘It’s a devilish strange way to go on,’ Felix said. ‘And you’re not making it any clearer,’ he said to Fox.

‘I’m simply aiming to rule out the innocent,’ Fox stopped wandering and returned to his spot in the centre of the room. ‘I want to know your whereabouts this afternoon between five and six o’clock.’

‘I’m certain everyone in this room would be willing to share that information with you, Inspector,’ I added to bolster the buffoon, although I was exasperated at his antics.

‘We can make this easier if everyone writes down the details of their whereabouts themselves,’ Fox stated.

Naylor still looked unconvinced. ‘I’m going to see this body for myself.’

‘No, you will not,’ Fox suddenly commanded, all sense of the fool instantly gone. ‘I need to examine the scene myself first.’

Felix had steered his fiancée to stand closer to the others by the fire. He called out. ‘We’ll come with you then.’

‘You will not,’ Fox replied. ‘None of you will.’

They clustered together again, anger in their voices as they talked among themselves in harsh undertones.

Fox once more pressed at the edge of his moustache, apparently unconcerned at the chaos he’d churned up.

I called to the footman, who’d been standing next to the door, a look of astounded shock on his face. ‘Mason, find some writing paper and hand it out to everyone, including the servants.’

‘Yes, please do,’ Fox said, amiable once more. ‘And return them to me before midnight. Oh,’ he paused, ‘and I’d like someone to prepare a room for me. I shall be staying the night.’


Chapter 7

‘I really am so sorry, sir,’ Dicks said. ‘I don’t know how Wilf got out.’ He indicated the little reprobate curled up on the dark red quilt covering the large four-poster bed in the bedroom I’d been allocated.

‘I told you he was an escape artist.’ I’d been shown to my chamber after writing a statement of sorts, and giving my fingerprints. Fox had insisted on taking everyone’s but hadn’t had the requisite ink and pads. Poor Hobbs had been made to cobble something together and then helped each guest go through the motions. It had ratcheted up the tension, and anger. Fox avoided the commotion and complaints by going out to observe the cold body of Bullen in the snow while I remained with the others in the drawing room, scrawling statements. Only Lady Eleanor had been permitted to leave, she’d taken the distraught Kristin to lie down quietly. I left without a word once Fox returned.

‘I really thought I’d closed the door, one of the servants must have come to load the fire up with logs.’ Dicks looked downcast. ‘I made another search for slippers and shoes and boots, but apart from the men’s dress shoes, I still can’t find any without a tread on them.’

Dress shoes, such as Balmorals, always had almond shaped toes. It would be considered oafish to wear the square toed shoe we’d seen imprinted in the snow. ‘I’m sure you did,’ I commended him. ‘Well done.’ The lads’ cheeks flushed pink with pride. ‘But try to think of where they may be hidden, or disposed of. This is the only clue we have so far.’ I removed my dinner jacket and tossed it to him, then the bow tie. I disliked formal wear – sweaters and tweeds were more my thing.

Dicks went to hang the jacket up in a built-in closet, its doors painted in the same french blue as the walls. ‘Your trust means a lot to me, sir, thank you. I won’t let you down. I’ll keep thinking of places where they might be. If they were thrown away or even burned in a grate, I’ll find them somehow.’

‘Fox should be here shortly. We can hear what he has to say for himself.’ I went to drop into a leather wingchair by the fire, then kicked off my shoes.

Dicks instantly came to gather them up, then place them under the washstand, no doubt for polishing later. Then he crossed over to the bed and pulled at the red velvet curtains hanging from its rails to smooth them out. ‘It’s funny, sir. When I was in jail, Mr Fox was very different to what he seemed like earlier. I wouldn’t have known he was the same person. In the jail, he was really calm and even a bit scary. Like you, if you don’t mind me saying, sir. And I told you he knocked that fellow out with a single punch, didn’t I, sir? And he didn’t get angry, he was really controlled. He made me think of Sherlock Holmes that day, but tonight he was more like bumbling Dr Watson.’

‘Are you a fan of Conan-Doyle?’ I leaned my head back against the soft leather of the chair. There was another chair opposite, a low table between and a large hearth rug on the floor. Apart from the dressing table, washstand and bed there was very little in the way of furniture. A reasonable room, but not a suite like Bullen’s…why had he been assigned a suite?

‘My Mum is, sir. She likes stories and she loves reading, but her eyes have started failing this past year. I haven’t told her this, but it’s my dream to buy her a wireless one day. I’ve heard they’re even reading plays on them now, and Mum would love nothing more than that. I’m not sure how I’ll manage it, but Mum always said that hard work would be rewarded, and I’m the hardest worker there is, sir.’

‘I’m sure that’s true,’ I replied, my eyes on the flames of the fire, my mind drifting away to the cold snow of the alps and the last time I saw Elsa Svenson.

Dicks took out a brush from his top pocket and tried to remove the white dog hairs from the plumped up pillows on the bed.

Fox entered without knocking. ‘It was damn cold out there. And it’s snowing again.’ He tossed a handful of papers, along with his trench coat, unlit pipe, and trilby, onto a wooden stool. Dicks instantly moved to collect the coat and hat to hang on hooks behind the door.

There was a change to Fox that I noticed in an instant. It was clear in the narrow eyed glance he gave the room, taking in every detail, including Wilf as he pricked up his ears from the comfort of the bed.

‘Fox, assuming that is your name, I’m so glad you could finally join us,’ I said with a note of sarcasm.

‘It’s as good a name as any.’ He grinned. ‘If you can be a wolf, I can be a fox.’

I watched as he eyed the few ornaments on the mantel, seeming to appraise them in an instant. ‘Dicks said you were different in jail. That better be true because you weren’t impressing anyone with that idiotic act downstairs.’

He dropped into the armchair opposite me, then leaned forward to rub his hands together nearer the leaping flames. ‘Please, let us be absolutely clear that I was not in jail. I was at a jail as part of the work that you and I both do for Hector Sommerton. I was working undercover.’

‘Really?’ I eyed him cynically, far from persuaded.

‘What does Kristin Linden mean to you?’ Fox was watching me just as closely.

‘Nothing.’

‘That’s not true,’ Fox spoke amiably.

‘Did Sommerton tell you anything?’

‘No, it was written on your face.’

I frowned at him. He was more perceptive than I’d given him credit for, not that I’d given him any credit for anything. And I must be getting careless – there were times when controlling my expression had meant the difference between life and death. I switched tack. ‘What work have you done for Sommerton?’

Fox gave a lopsided grin. ‘Well, truth to tell, this is the first investigation I’ve run.’

‘You’re not running it. I am.’ I retorted. ‘What experience do you have?’

‘Oh, really quite extensive. Three murders, and a cross country hunt for an escaped prisoner. That was rather fun, actually, although it didn’t quite end as expected.’

‘Why?’

‘The culprit didn’t evade the long arm of the law as he’d anticipated,’ Fox replied lightly. ‘He was rather disappointed in himself, actually.’

I realised there was more to this tale than Fox was letting on, but decided it wasn’t worth my time to drag it out of him. ‘What has Sommerton told you to do?’

‘Work with you. I think he expects you to show me the ropes, as it were.’ Fox was still smiling though now it didn’t reach his sharp eyes.

‘Why the hell should I?’ I growled, a simmering anger erupted, triggered by Kristin and the memories of Elsa, and his hamfisted play acting. ‘I’ve always worked alone, what damn use are you to me, or to this investigation?’

‘You’ll have to ask Sommerton that, won’t you, old chap.’ Fox’s voice slowed to a drawl. ‘But I do believe his word is law, as it were.’

That caused me to seethe for a moment. What the hell had got into Hector? What were his motives for foisting this rank amateur on me? Hector was single minded, only the mission mattered. Actually, I knew that wasn’t true. He did care for his men, he’d build a force from the lost and broken and he must have seen something in Fox, something worth salvaging, and decided to put him to work. I swore to myself, I had no desire to be part of whatever Fox was being salvaged from. ‘That moustache is ridiculous. It wouldn’t convince a halfwit.’

Fox patted the drooping moustache. ‘I admit it might have been a mistake. Spirit gum makes me itch and I was more frugal than perhaps was warranted. It’s good for building the bumbling fool character – throws people off guard, if you know what I mean. But…’ Fox grabbed one end. ‘I’m better off without it.’

‘Don’t be stupid, man,’ I warned him. ‘How would you explain its disappearance?’

‘I grew tired of it and shaved it off,’ Fox replied, but dropped his hand anyway.

Dicks stepped forward. ‘I’ve got spirit gum, sir, and I’m a dab hand with scissors. I’m sure I can neaten it into something more comfortable. My dad always had a fine set of moustaches, and he taught me how to clip them.’

Fox raised a brow at the lad. ‘Fine, give it a go then.’ He sat up, back straightened in readiness.

Dicks re-affixed the false moustache with spirit gum, then gave Fox’s face a thorough assessment before starting work with the scissors.

I stood up and strode over to the bedside table. Dicks had placed my hip flask there and I went to pour myself a whisky. I’d seen Fox putting the papers on the stool when he’d come in and went to pick them up, the capful of whisky still in my hand. Then I went to the bed and sat next to Wilf to sift through the fingerprint papers, then read the statements. It didn’t take long.

‘There’s nothing worthwhile in here,’ I said. ‘Every one of them has an alibi.’

‘What did you expect, a confession?’ Fox mumbled as Dicks combed and cut the fake hair now firmly attached to his top lip.

‘Where are Bullen’s fingerprints?’ I’d told him to make sure he took them when he went to examine the body.

‘Wait.’ Fox twisted in his chair to dig about in his back pocket, then held out a folded piece of card as Dicks stood patiently.

I frowned as I looked at the ten neat fingerprints arranged on the white card.

‘Had to use boot polish,’ Fox admitted. ‘I couldn’t take Hobbs and the improvised inkpad out with me…surely you have all the kit, old chap.’

I did but I wasn’t going to make his job easy for him. I finished my whisky and put the cap down without a word.

‘There, all neat and tidy, sir.’ Dicks stood back from Fox, a grin on his face.

Fox stroked a hand over his moustache then went to look in the mirror over the washstand. ‘Excellent work, young Dicks. I’m almost tempted to grow a real moustache and have you cut it. How are you at hair on the head? I’m overdue a trim.’

‘I think I may need to press your suit, sir,’ Dicks said.

‘Ah, yes, that too!’ Fox grinned.

‘Focus on the job.’ I ordered then went back to the fireside and sat to face him. ‘I have Bullen’s wallet, you can dust it, see what turns up.’

‘Ah,’ Fox began. ‘Rather short on the old dusting powder, too. Sorry.’

That didn’t impress me either. ‘Dicks, bring the black glazed pot and magnifying glass from the dressing table.’

‘Yes, sir, right away, sir.’ He dashed across to grab the items then dashed back again. ‘Aren’t you going to use the powder in the torch, sir?’

‘No that’s for use in the field.’ I took the wallet out of the envelope and placed it unopened on the low table between us. ‘See what you can find on that, and we’ll compare them to Bullen’s prints.’

I leaned over to watch as Fox unscrewed the pot, found the brush clipped to the underside of the lid and carefully dusted grey powder over the damp tan leather. He used the magnifying glass to inspect the prints on it against those on the card. ‘They’re Bullen’s alright. Every one of them.’

I nodded then opened the cover and told Fox to dust that too. He duly did so, with Dicks leaning over his shoulder to watch.

‘Same,’ Fox said. ‘Only Bullen’s prints.’

‘Right.’ I used tweezers to pull out the cards and money tucked into the wallet’s compartments and spread them on the table. ‘Dust these.’

‘Oh! That’s from…um.’ Dicks stammered as he pointed at a card bearing a well known club renowned for its louche entertainments.

Fox gave a grin as he continued dusting then waited as I turned each card over using a pair of silver tweezers I kept for such occasions. ‘Nothing remarkable here,’ he said once they’d finished.

‘Sir,’ Dicks said. ‘I think there’s something stuck inside the wallet. Look, it’s caught on the underside of the label.’ He pointed to the embossed brass label, which had bowed up in the centre.

‘Well done.’ I leaned in to find it and tweezer it out. It was a fragment of torn paper, cream coloured of good quality, and inevitably blank. ‘Something has been pulled from the wallet in a hurry.’

‘The killer must have worn gloves, which may have made him clumsy,’ Fox said, peering at the fragment. ‘It could be from anything, even a pound note.’

‘No, it’s not the right thickness,’ I said. ‘It’s paper from a notebook, or writing pad.’

‘Hm,’ Fox muttered, then asked. ‘What do we know about Bullen?’

‘What did Hector tell you?’

‘Very little, as you’ve already guessed,’ Fox said.

‘That’s something you will have to get used to,’ I told him. ‘Hector likes his officers to make their own investigations. He thinks it forces them to see beneath the surface.’

‘Right, so what have you uncovered in your investigations?’

‘Any information I give you is going to have to be earned,’ I said coldly. ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’


Chapter 8

The breakfast room was filled with wintery sunlight. A homely room with lavender blue walls, a mahogany table in the centre and more rustic pictures about the place. A fire blazed in the delft tiled fireplace and a long sideboard held plates, cups and a row of silver tureens filled with the usual savoury fare.

I made straight for it.

‘I told you he’d be an early riser,’ Fox crowed. He shot a lopsided grin at Caxton, the only other person in the room.

The colonel returned only the faintest of smiles. He gave every impression of having his fill of the man already, though the day had barely begun.

‘A good inspector can always tell,’ Fox said, tapping his nose. ‘Early birds have a way about them.’ His dark grey suit was a great deal tidier today as was his navy tie and white shirt. Dicks must have pressed them first thing this morning. I’d pulled on my usual arran sweater and dark pants. Caxton wore the mustard waistcoat and tweeds of yesterday.

‘Is that so?’ Caxton turned to gaze at the snow covered gardens, framed in the panes of the sash windows.

I ignored Fox entirely and picked up a plate to tour the heated tureens of sausages, bacon and kidneys. There was a cold dish of smoked salmon, followed by several egg dishes, fresh bread, and large pots of fried mushrooms and tomatoes.

I opted for bacon, sausage, black pudding and scrambled eggs with a cup of coffee and went to sit at the long table away from Caxton and Fox. My mind was on Bullen and his body lying beyond the stand of trees and snow-covered bushes.

Fox’s fork scraped loudly across his plate, causing me to scowl at the grating screech. ‘Marvellous spread, isn’t it?’ He’d loaded up his plate, and was working through his food with obvious enthusiasm.

‘You’ve called for an ambulance?’ I asked Caxton.

‘Yes, I did it at half past six, as you ordered me to last night.’ The older man sighed wearily. ‘I would like to have the body removed with minimal fuss – and before anyone is up.’

‘And Kristin Linden?’ I asked.

‘Well, uhhh…’ Caxton shuffled awkwardly in his seat. ‘I’m not entirely certain what to do with the woman. I don’t know her. She was a not entirely appropriate companion of an uninvited guest. Following the events of yesterday, I can’t imagine she’s comfortable remaining here.’ Finally he said what he’d been dancing around. ‘I had rather hoped the inspector would take her away somewhere.’

Fox speared a sausage decisively. ‘Not an option, I’m afraid. Nobody’s to leave this estate until the killer is apprehended.’

‘Surely you can’t mean for her to stay here.’ Caxton objected. He turned to me, expecting reason to prevail. ‘She’s not…She’s not a member of our party.’

I narrowed my eyes. ‘She stays here. We’re in the dark about Bullen’s visit. She must know something of his purpose, we need her for the case.’

‘Before speaking with her,’ Fox said, carefully wiping his moustache with a napkin, as though testing its steadfastness. ‘I’d like to know more about this Bullen fellow. Nobody besides Miss Linden seems at all upset that he’s dead. I’ve read everybody’s statements, and not one of them mentioned spending time with the man. I assume he wasn’t popular among your guests?’

‘Well,’ Caxton said, glancing at the door as though hoping for an interruption. ‘As I mentioned, he had not been invited.’

‘That’s a fair bit of cheek!’ Fox said, flinging down his napkin in faux outrage. ‘It’s one thing to nudge onto a shooting weekend, but it takes some nerve to turn up to a Christmas celebration uninvited. How well did you even know the man?’

I glared at Fox. Caxton must know we’d both been sent here by Hector Sommerton. There was no need to keep up the damned charade in front of him.

Caxton seemed unaware Fox was play acting. ‘I knew him through the company, Allied Chemical Engineering, as I explained to Wolfe. None of the party here works for ACE now, but we have connections to it.’ Again, Caxton glanced in vain at the door. He cleared his throat and continued. ‘Major Talbot, Lord Naylor and I all hold shares in ACE. Lady Eleanor’s former husband, Sir Alfred Moreton, held a number too, and she has inherited them. Bullen took over the chairmanship after the war, a position Lord Naylor held before him.’

‘Ah-ha!’ said Fox, as though this had solved the case. ‘So everyone besides your sister and young Felix and his fiancée, has links with the dead man through this company.’

‘My godson also holds shares, or he did, you’d have to ask him how many,’ Caxton said.

I finished my last mouthful. I’d usually save some for Wilf but Dicks had taken him down to the kitchen for introductions, and to make sure all the staff stay at the rear of the house until further notice. ‘When, precisely, did Naylor leave the position of Chairman?’

‘December 1918, a month after the armistice. Bullen forced him out,’ Caxton said slowly. ‘I don’t know everything that went on at the time, but…’ he quavered to a halt.

‘I’m sure you know what happened,’ I cut in. ‘Spit it out, man.’

That flustered Caxton – as it was meant to. ‘I…I wasn’t there, I didn’t work with them. But I’ll tell you what I do know.’ He paused, apparently noticing a fray in his shirt cuff and tucked it into his jacket sleeve. ‘The most pertinent aspect is common knowledge among those on the inside. Bullen’s bribery, blackmailing, and bullying are infamous. There can have been nothing honourable in the way he obtained the chairmanship from Naylor. Nothing.’

Fox raised an eyebrow. ‘How did Lord Naylor take Bullen’s arrival here yesterday?’

Muffled voices in the hallway made Caxton’s back stiffen. Whatever he was concealing, he was keeping it from more than just me and Fox.

‘Gentlemen,’ Caxton murmured, ‘perhaps we should continue this after–’

The door opened. Hobbs entered, trailed by two footmen bearing anxious expressions.

‘I do apologise for the interruption sir, but your presence is…ahem…requested outside, sir,’ Hobbs said nervously, glancing between me and Fox, unsure if he should speak before us.

Caxton waved away the worry. ‘Is the ambulance here?’

‘Yes, sir. I can ask the men to wait until it’s convenient if–’

‘We’ll come at once.’ He rose with evident relief. I followed him, Fox came too. We went downstairs to collect coats, hats, scarves and the rest of it. Two ambulance men were waiting there, brown jackets firmly buttoned up against the weather, mufflers and gloves in place.

‘Take positions by the doors,’ I ordered the butler and footmen. ‘Do not let anyone leave the house until we return.’

Hobbs nodded, his old phiz a picture of misgiving. ‘Very well, sir.’

I led the party through the snow, our breath misting in the cold air. The ambulance men had gone to fetch a stretcher and now carried it between them. They barely spoke but their eyes slid from us, then to the house and then to exchange puzzled looks between them.

Only a blurred trace of the tracks to Bullen’s body remained under the freshly fallen snow. Fox paused to peer at the softened edges of footsteps from the night before. ‘I saw the prints when I arrived last night. I even drew them to size, and Dicks informed me of his search for their owner. He says nothing in the house appears to have the same tread or design. He is very thorough, isn’t he?’

‘Yes,’ I said curtly.

‘So the shoes must have been hidden or got rid of somehow,’ Fox continued.

As that seemed patently obvious, I didn’t bother to answer.

It wasn’t far to the snowy clearing where Bullen lay. Filled with pale sunlight, nothing new was revealed that hadn’t been seen the evening before. There was an inch of snow lying on Bullen’s body. It was incongruous somehow, the neat white layer on his nose, forehead and mouth. A mask of sorts shrouding the frozen flesh of his face. The knife was quite distinctive though.

‘Stabbed!’ the older ambulance man said, his brows rocketing up.

‘The police should be here,’ the second said, his eyes widening.

‘I am the police,’ Fox declared.

They looked at each other, doubt in their weathered faces.

‘He’s from Scotland Yard,’ Caxton informed them. ‘It’s too important to be left to the local coppers.’

‘You can take him straight to the morgue in Cambridge,’ I added. ‘You’ll find everyone has been already informed and is ready to receive the body.’

The older one looked at me from under his cap. ‘Right you are, sir.’ He sketched a salute. ‘Bit irregular though ain’t it.’

‘Murder usually is,’ Fox cut in, then grinned. ‘And this victim is an industrial sized bigwig so it’s on the QT.’

The man eyed him, less than impressed. ‘As you say, sir.’ He turned to his compatriot. ‘C’mon Bert, let’s get ‘im loaded.’

I stood with appropriate solemnity as they brushed the snow from Bullen with gloved hands then covered his mortal remains with a thin grey blanket before hoisting him onto the stretcher. The knife protruding from the man’s chest looked incongruous below the blanket; if anything it made it look more macabre. Caxton turned to look away. Fox stood with hands in pockets watching everything as though it were a piece of theatre.

The ambulance men’s journey was a slow trudge through the snow; they almost dropped him when the chap in front stumbled on a hidden patch of ice. I heard him curse quietly as we walked behind them.

‘This part of the garden is secluded in winter,’ Caxton was saying. ‘Yew trees, you know. Impossible to see through to the clearing where Bullen was killed. It’s the closest spot to the house from which a person can’t be seen.’

‘A clever choice for a killer,’ Fox said.

I noted the house’s changing visages as I walked back towards it. A substantial place, several storeys high, the pale cream walls gleamed a soft gold in the morning light. As we approached the front of the house, Caxton Manor showed its true glory. The elegant frontage was adorned by slender stone columns holding up the portico, a decorated string running horizontally at each floor level and perfectly proportioned window panes in the tall sash windows.

I turned to look back at the clearing. ‘Bullen came to the house under his own invitation. Some few hours after arriving, he walked out into the dark and snow. He must have already arranged to meet someone.’

‘Agree,’ Fox said, glancing ahead at the men carrying the creaking stretcher towards the ambulance parked on the churned up turning circle. ‘The man didn’t look the sort to take an evening stroll around the grounds.’

I turned to Caxton. ‘Was Bullen familiar with the house?’

‘Not at all,’ he replied. ‘There’s no reason the blighter should come here.’

‘Then we should assume the killer chose the meeting point,’ I replied.

‘Who would he want to meet in secret?’ Fox asked.

‘I really couldn’t say. A man doesn’t amass the power and wealth Bullen had by conducting their affairs under the glare of bright lights. I wouldn’t even put it past him to have been meeting with a woman, despite Kristin Linden’s presence.’

As we reached the ambulance, a flicker of movement caught the corner of my eye, and I turned to see a curtain fall in a second floor window. ‘Whose room is that?’

Caxton followed my pointing finger and let out a sigh of irritation. ‘Kristin Linden’s.’

‘So she has seen there’s a body now,’ I said. ‘Fox, let’s start with her. Bring her to the incident room.’

‘Where exactly is that?’ he asked.

Caxton sighed, ‘I can speak to Hobbs. He might be able to find you–’

‘No need,’ I cut him off. ‘I know just the place.’

We waited until the ambulance had left, trundling slowly down the long snow-covered drive to exit the imposing iron gates guarding the entrance to Caxton Manor.

Fox was surprised when I told which room I’d nominated as the incident room. This was nothing compared to Dicks’s reaction when we went up to my bedchamber and ordered him to collect the case items and where to take them.

‘Sir.’ Dicks was horrified. ‘We can’t use Mr Bullen’s suite. It’s…it’s just ghoulish.’

‘Nonsense, get a move on,’ I said impatiently then turned to Fox. ‘And you should make a note of what Caxton said at breakfast.’

‘I don’t need to,’ Fox pointed a finger at his temple. ‘It’s all up here.’

‘Do as you’re damn well told,’ I snapped. ‘And if you don’t stop acting the bloody fool I’ll have you kicked back to jail where you belong.’

Dicks looked up to stare then dropped all the statements he’d collected together.

‘For God’s sake give this damned Lord and Master role a rest,’ Fox barked back. ‘Who the hell do you think you are?’

‘I’m quite aware who I am,’ I growled, having absolutely had enough. ‘And you’re getting in my way. I don’t like fools and I am not going to carry one with me. I’m calling Sommerton. You’re off the case.’

‘Sirs, sirs, shush,’ Dicks was still kneeling on the dark red carpet, collecting the dropped statements. ‘They’ll hear you.’

I scowled but held my tongue.

‘You can’t drop me,’ Fox reverted to the aristocratic tone natural to him. ‘Your orders are to teach me the drill. Hector’s not going to let you walk away from that, you know what he’s like.’

‘But you don’t know what I’m like,’ I retorted.

‘Fine,’ Fox dropped into a chair by the fire. ‘But you’re supposed to be instructing me, so instruct away.’

‘I told you, write down what Caxton said at breakfast, and stop acting the bloody fool.’ My voice was cold and hard, I wouldn’t hesitate to put my words into action and he knew it. Wilf was jumping up and down, yipping, trying to get my attention. He always did the same when he sensed I was out of sorts. I picked him up and gave his ears a rub to calm him down.

Dicks finished scrabbling for the papers and got up from the floor. He almost tiptoed over to the dressing table where he’d left the other items, the atmosphere heavy with tension. Fox was gazing into the fire so Dicks found a sheet of blank paper and went to give it to him. ‘And here’s a pen, sir,’ he said quietly.

‘Thank you Dicks,’ Fox said. ‘You’re a good lad.’

He returned to carefully neaten the statements, ensuring the edges of each were aligned, before placing them on the stack of items to transfer. Then he stopped. ‘Um, sir…?’

‘What?’ I snapped.

‘Sorry, sir, it’s just…’ He pointed at the top page, his eyes wide with shock. ‘I…I think I’ve just seen something that can help your case.’

I put Wilf down and strode over to see the paper Dicks was pointing at. Wilf followed closely at my heels.

‘Oh, sir, this has to be important. You see, before I was here, I worked for Lady Carlisle…she owned the big house in Somerset I told you about.’ He picked a fleck of dust off his jacket to avoid my gaze as he spoke. ‘Her husband, Lord Carlisle, when he was alive, he worked for this company here. Is it the same one, sir? Is this ACE a chemical company?’

‘It is. A number of people here were connected to it during the war. They did significant business at the time.’

‘That’s what I heard the other servants in Lady Carlisle’s house say,’ Dicks continued, clearly excited by his discovery. ‘And they were really proud of working for the Carlisle’s because Lord Carlisle had been the chairman in the war. I remember there was even a plaque to thank him for it by his portrait in the hall.’

‘Did you ever meet Lord Carlisle?’ I asked.

‘No, sir. He’d passed away a long time before I went to work there. Anyway, I wasn’t there very long because…’ He stopped, a blush rising in his thin cheeks. ‘I’d thought Lady Carlisle would be proud of him. The plaque said he’d helped in the war effort. But she never looked very happy when he was mentioned, and one night she’d had, well, maybe just a little bit too much to drink… I’m sorry if I shouldn’t divulge that, sir.’ He looked up at me, fresh faced, respectful, he reminded me of a choirboy.

‘It’s fine.’ I mellowed, the anger dissipating. ‘Carry on.’

‘Well, sir, the servants warned me that she did sometimes forget how many she’d had, and then she’d be really bad tempered. And one night I saw her – her cheeks were bright red and she was staggering a bit. I could see she was in a rage. I don’t know what caused it, but she threw her empty glass at her husband’s portrait and screamed ‘traitor’. Then she shouted that he betrayed her, he betrayed them all. It was very unladylike, sir. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life.’

‘Did she say what he’d done?’ I asked. Fox was listening, his focus on Dicks.

‘She didn’t say anything more at all, sir. She stumbled over a chair and I had to call the butler and her maid to help her to bed.’

‘Did any of the other staff know what she was talking about?’

Dicks frowned at the question. ‘It wouldn’t have been proper to pry, sir. My book is very clear on this. When one’s job is undertaken inside the homes of others, one may hear private conversations.’ He was very earnest. ‘However, one must hear without listening and know without understanding.’

I sighed. So many things would be easier without the English devotion to etiquette. ‘Dicks, did you perhaps hear or know things then?’

Dicks glanced at me from the corner of his eye. ‘No, sir. I had hoped to, because I wanted to understand what Lady Carlisle had meant. But it was just after this that the…incident happened, and I was landed in jail, I mean the police station. Sorry I can’t be more helpful, sir.’

‘No need to apologise. Take everything to the incident room. Fox, go with him,’ I told them. ‘I’ll join you there shortly.’


Chapter 9

I found Caxton brooding in the quiet of his library, or perhaps the man was hiding. He barely glanced up when I entered.

‘You were asked about Bullen’s history,’ I said, striding across the room’s creaking floorboards to the roaring fire. Caxton was sitting listlessly in his club chair with a newspaper unfolded across his lap. I sat down to face him. ‘Why are you deliberately misleading us? I’ve just learned you left out key details.’

‘I…I don’t know what you mean.’ Caxton tried to look innocent, but he grasped the paper with desperation. ‘I told you and Inspector Fox about Bullen and Naylor. I explained everyone’s connections with that blasted man. I haven’t misled you.’

‘You said nothing about treachery.’

Caxton turned the newspaper over then threw it onto the low table between us. ‘I assume you’re referring to Carlisle’s murder?’ His voice was barely a whisper.

‘Yes and I am here at Hector Sommerton’s command. You requested I come, and you have deliberately deceived me.’ I glared at him, intending to intimidate. Caxton did not quite tremble, but there was fear in his gaze. ‘Tell me exactly what you know about Carlisle and this time leave nothing out. Then I’ll decide how we proceed.’

‘Of course,’ Caxton said, and tried to straighten his shoulders. ‘I had hoped this business was in the past and it wouldn’t need stirring up again. You have my word that I played no part in the events of which you’ve learned, but I did bear witness to some of them.’

He took a breath. ‘As I told you, it was at Montreuil-sur-Mer in France. Major Talbot and I were sent to represent the British army in negotiations with ACE. We’d had preliminary meetings in England and visited one of their factories, and their HQ in London, but this discussion in France was to finalise details. It was all top secret – ACE were Britain’s leaders in chemical weapons research and manufacture.’

‘Was Bullen present at these talks?’

‘He was part of ACE’s delegation but not involved in the actual negotiations. He was only a junior director then, one of several advisors surrounding the main board. Carlisle, Lord Naylor and Sir Alfred Moreton were the senior directors and we were there to liaise with them. I don’t recall speaking with Bullen directly, though we all dined together before negotiations began.’

‘How very civilised,’ I remarked dryly. I had been fortunate enough to escape the poisoned green clouds that had stolen across the trenches and brought choking death. Others had not been so lucky.

‘It was a delicate situation,’ he blustered. ‘Feelings were mixed about chemical warfare. We were forced into it when Germany started using gas, it wasn’t our choice–’

I cut him off. ‘What’s the full story on Carlisle?’

‘As I said, I saw Elsa Svenson in his room the night he was murdered. I assumed they were having an affair.’ He looked around nervously, as though the very books might be listening. ‘And I must tell you again, she bore a striking resemblance to Kristin Linden. I know you said she can’t be Elsa Svenson, but I find it hard to believe they’re not the same woman.’

I had already told him they were not. ‘You mentioned yesterday that Carlisle had been carrying money. Was it gold sovereigns?’

Caxton’s eyes widened in shock. ‘Yes. How do you know? Oh, Hector, I suppose.’

I held my tongue, allowing him to believe it.

He sighed heavily. ‘I only learned the story at the inquiry after Carlisle’s murder. He’d needed the gold to buy a secret formula from a German traitor.’

‘Where had he obtained the gold?’

‘From ACE’s funds, though I don’t know who authorised it. And I don’t know who the German contact was either, before you ask.’

I observed him closely. He was holding something back, but that could wait. ‘Continue.’

‘Well, after the inquiry we believed he’d paid the gold for the formula as intended. But when the war was over, I heard a far worse story.’ His voice shook. ‘Carlisle was supposedly a double-crossing traitor. He’d invented the story about buying from a German in order to steal ACE’s gold for himself. His real plan was to actually sell ACE’s formula for more gold to the Germans – he thought Germany would win the war and he wanted to switch sides and have plenty of money to take with him.’

‘You’re saying Carlisle intended to defect to Germany after the meeting?’

‘I suppose so, or flee to Switzerland. Whatever his plan, he was stopped – murdered before he could carry it out.’

‘What exactly were these formulas for?’

‘Diphosgene. It’s a liquid chemical agent, easier to handle than phosgene or chlorine gas. It was designed for deployment in artillery shells that could be fired directly into enemy trenches. It would be much safer than the method we’d been using – releasing poisonous gas out of cylinders from our front lines and relying on the wind to carry it to the enemy. Whenever the wind changed the gas would be blown back into our own trenches. The Germans had the same problem. It was a terrible situation.’

‘There’s a contradiction here,’ I said. ‘If ACE hadn’t perfected the formula for the diphosgene, how could Carlisle have planned to sell it to the Germans?’

‘That’s precisely the problem. What was he actually playing at? We in the army had no idea about any of this duplicity at the time. There was a race between ACE and the German company BASF to perfect diphosgene. ACE claimed they were inches from success, just a few more tests were needed. And if Carlisle had indeed sold it to the enemy it would have been used against our own soldiers.’ He shook his head. ‘Utterly unconscionable – the worst treachery imaginable.’

‘Who told you this story about Carlisle being a traitor?’

‘Oh, it was club talk, you know. Rumours after the war.’

‘Started by who?’ I demanded.

‘I’ve no idea, you know how these things are. It was quashed pretty quickly, I can tell you.’

I nodded, and made a mental note. ‘You said Naylor was chairman during the war – did he take over immediately after Carlisle’s death?’

‘Yes, straight away and remained there until Bullen ousted him. I believe Alfred Moreton supported Bullen’s takeover – these business types can be quite ruthless. I only heard talk about it. I’d retired after the armistice, though while I was serving, part of my assignment was to maintain liaison with ACE. I got to know poor old Alfred Moreton and Naylor well. They became friends. Moreton’s gone now, he was a decent man, poor Eleanor was lost without him for a while. Naylor’s sound too, though he’s a bit starchy. Lost his first wife, then fell hard for Miranda. I hope she proves worthy of him.’ He glanced at the fire. ‘Naylor had advised me to take ACE shares after the war. That’s how I maintained a connection to the company, though I had very little direct contact with Bullen himself. I was being honest when I said I don’t know why he decided to come here for Christmas, or why he brought the woman.’

‘How much have you discussed with Hector Sommerton?’

‘Nothing beyond our initial conversations. Why should I? He knows more than me, and you never know how he’ll react.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me all this when I arrived?’

‘Well...’ Caxton said slowly, ‘I assumed Sommerton had briefed you about Carlisle’s supposed treachery. And there was still the possibility of a mundane motive for Bullen’s death. The man made enemies everywhere – he could simply have been involved with the wrong man’s wife or mistress. I thought it best to let you investigate and decide for yourself.’

I regarded him. He was a weak man, despite his rank in the Army – like many elevated officers he had probably achieved high rank by privilege of birth, rather than merit. And he had a point about Hector Sommerton. ‘I’ll go and call Hector,’ I said and walked out.

‘Carlisle’s death,’ I began once I was put through. ‘Your briefing was less than thorough.’ I was in no mood for niceties.

‘In what way?’ Hector replied.

Typical lawyer’s response. ‘In every way. You didn’t tell me Elsa Svenson was involved.’

‘Was she?’ He replied, his tone dry, but there was a barely perceptible eagerness – he wanted some information he wasn’t prepared to ask me for.

‘You know she was there.’

‘I do, but not the level of her involvement.’

And that was it, he wanted to know what I knew about her. I paused to make him wait. Counting the seconds.

‘Wolfe, are you there?’

‘I’m here…she had gold coins when I saw her at Christmas in 1915,’ I admitted.

‘Ah…how many?’

‘I’ve no idea, she’d hardly let me count them. She said they were for La Dame Blanche.’ The ‘White Lady’ had been a resistance movement just beginning to build their network in German occupied Belgium. Made up of men and women, I’d travelled through northern Europe to work extensively with them during the years of war. And it was how I’d met Elsa, had just met her actually, and fallen deeply and utterly in love.

‘Had she killed for the coins?’

‘Possibly, or they may simply have been a commission. She didn’t tell me what it was about and I didn’t ask.’

‘Caxton thought the Swede was Elsa,’ Hector threw in.

‘Which you could have mentioned.’

‘I think we’ve covered this, Wolfe.’

‘You might think so. Is Bullen’s death related to Carlilse’s?’ I asked.

‘Possibly,’ he was noncommittal.

‘Why so long after the event?’

‘I rather think that is your detail, Wolfe.’

He’d usually have hung up at that point, the fact he didn’t implied he had something to tell. I continued. ‘Dicks worked for Lady Carlisle, and ended up in jail two weeks ago. From which you sprung him. This jolly to Caxton Manor wasn’t kicked off by Simon Caxton calling you two days ago.’

‘We don’t merely sit around waiting for telephone calls, Wolfe, as you are well aware. The governor of the Bank of England was the initial instigator. A few weeks ago Bullen began withdrawing gold sovereigns from the bank. We’ve been tracking him ever since…and the woman he is with bears a considerable resemblance to Elsa Svenson…’

‘And you thought there may be something connecting this back to the murder of Carlisle?’

‘It’s possible.’

‘Where’s the gold?’

‘You haven’t found it? Then it is stolen, and possibly the motive in the matter.’

‘How many coins?’ I asked.

‘One thousand.’

I let out a breath. ‘Enough to buy a decent house.’

‘A modest townhouse, possibly,’ he said. ‘Kristin Linden must know the whereabouts of the gold.’

‘I’ll question her over it…and she may resemble Elsa in looks but that is all. She’s terrified, and there’s no indication I’ve seen to suggest she’s likely to kill.’

‘Unlike Elsa…’ he paused. ‘You never did explain her fate, Wolfe.’

‘No, I didn’t,’ I said, and hung up the phone.

I headed for the incident room, but was stopped by Hobbs in the hallway.

‘Ahem,’ he cleared his throat noisily. ‘I must inform you, sir, that your dog has stolen another Santa Claus from the tree and run away with it.’

‘Ah,’ I said. ‘I apologise on his behalf.’

‘Miss Hortensia does not yet know about this particular theft, sir.’

I nodded. ‘That implies she knows about the previous one.’

‘Indeed, sir. Perhaps he has a toy, or something he is used to chewing, and um…playing with?’ The good butler suggested, his plump cheeks now rosy at having to discuss such delicate matters with a guest. ‘It may distract him, sir.’

‘Yes, of course. I’ll get Dicks on it.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ he uttered and bowed in relief as I left him and made for the stairs.

Fox was already settled in the incident room, lounging in relaxed fashion on the nearest yellow sofa. Kristin was seated opposite in a pale pink dress with short sleeves and a long silk scarf in the same colour around her neck. Her shoes matched too. She looked exquisite, with long blonde hair rippling over her shoulders. I guessed Bullen must have bought her a new wardrobe, I could tell by the cut and the fabric that the ensemble was hideously expensive.

‘Miss Linden,’ Fox said, sounding exasperated, ‘I merely have a few questions.’

‘I really cannot,’ she said, leaning back against a cushion. ‘It has all been such a terrible shock. I feel faint.’

I had remained in the doorway, Dicks came up behind me, shaking a small container. I moved further into the room to let him pass.

‘Here it is,’ he said. ‘Sal volatile. My Mum swears by the stuff. I’m sure it will help, and there’s a tea tray on the way from the kitchen. You’ll be feeling right as rain soon, miss.’

Kristin declined the salts with a polite shake of her head. ‘I had not thought it was real, somehow. It seemed like one of your strange English traditions. You people put little coins in your puddings and knock on each other’s doors to sing Christmas songs for pennies. I thought there was some game last night, but then I saw the body this morning…I saw him being carried to the ambulance. He is dead and I must leave from here.’ She spotted me as I stepped further into the room. ‘Cannot you help me, Mr Wolfe? This inspector says I must stay.’ She wrapped her arms around herself, as though she was cold or in need of comfort.

‘I can’t interfere,’ I said.

‘I can find a shawl for you, miss,’ Dicks offered. ‘It’ll help keep you warm.’

‘I am not cold,’ she said, then put her head in her hands. ‘Who could have done such a thing?’ She began to cry. ‘Why does nobody here want to help me?’

My instinct was to go to her, hold her and offer comfort, but I had fallen for wide eyes and sobs like these before. Experience had made me wary. I pulled Dicks aside and spoke in an undertone. ‘Tell Fox to stay at it. Keep questioning her, and don’t let up. Once she sees charm won’t work, she’ll try a different tack. We need more details about her relationship with Bullen. And find out what he was doing here.’

He nodded mutely and I made an exit. I wanted to search her room while she was safely under Fox’s eye.

It was in the furthest corner of the bedrooms, very small and north facing, a sure indication of her hostesses disapproval. I crossed the bare floor boards and paused; a simple white painted bed, wardrobe, bedside table and dressing table in the same style. Walls in faded blue, curtain fabric the same colour, printed with white daisies – it was still pretty despite being decades old. There was only one chair, a nursing chair, also in blue with daisy pattern cushions. I opened what I thought was a cupboard door and discovered a tiny bathroom with a three quarters bath in it. Given the decor and layout, the chamber must once have belonged to a nursery nurse or a governess – Hortensia’s perhaps?

The fire was lit, but smouldering to embers. The place was spotless, the only sign the room was inhabited was on the table to the side of the bed, where one drawer hung slightly ajar. It was inviting to be pulled open, I looked inside and found a small purple velvet purse, drawn tightly closed by a ribbon and tied with a simple bow. I lifted it out and was surprised by the weight. The heavy clink as I dropped it into my palm told me exactly what the bag contained.

I emptied the contents onto the bedside table, where they fell with a hard clatter. I counted ten shining gold sovereigns, then returned them to the purse and slipped it into my pocket. It took me a little longer to inspect every other cupboard, drawer, and recess of the room, but found nothing out of the ordinary and no additional coins.

The purse was damning evidence…where were the rest of the sovereigns? Not in this room – had she hidden them? And why had she left these ten coins where they could so easily be discovered?

I returned to the incident room and this time made a point of being heard.

‘I’m terribly sorry,’ I said, knocking on the door. ‘I do hate to interrupt, Inspector, I’m aware how occupied you must be. However, there’s something quite urgent Miss Linden ought to know about.’

Fox raised his brows at my deferential entrance, but carried on in his role, or his moderated role, anyway.

‘I suppose I can allow it,’ Fox said, twisting in his seat to address me, a spark of curiosity in his gaze.

‘Miss Linden.’ I stayed near the door as though uncertain of my ground. ‘I’ve just encountered a maid in tears outside your room. She told me she had an accident while dusting and knocked a small pile of gold sovereigns off your nightstand. Several had rolled out of reach, and she was terrified she’d be fired for stealing if she couldn’t find them all. I offered to help her search for the coins, and I believe we gathered them all up. There are ten. Is that the correct amount?’

Kristin looked at me, she was still sitting across from Fox, facing me. I watched her carefully to see if she objected to anything, but even when I’d stated the coins were on the nightstand, not in the drawer, she gave no flicker of reaction. She merely gazed at me, unblinking.

I decided to push further. ‘I thought I ought to bring the coins here before any gossip circulated in the house. I asked the maid to keep the details of what she’d found to herself. But you know how these things spread. There are some who would think that a pile of sovereigns like this on your nightstand, the very day after your lover was killed, might suggest something untoward.’

‘A payoff, you mean,’ Fox said, stroking his infernal moustache. ‘I can see how people might think that. These ideas do get into people’s heads.’

‘I do not understand you, I have no gold,’ Kristin said, looking confused. ‘It is not mine.’

I walked further into the room, lifting the velvet bag, tossing it lightly in my hand, jingling the coins. ‘So if the inspector fingerprints these sovereigns, he won’t find yours on them?’

‘Absolutely not,’ Kristin responded. Her face was sincere, but her eyes flicked to the satinwood desk standing beyond the sofas. She was obviously familiar with this room, and must have visited it with Bullen.

‘Ah,’ I said. ‘But if he dusts for prints in there, he might find something.’

‘I…I did search this room after I heard the news about Boris,’ she admitted.

‘For more of these?’ I jingled the coins again.

Kristin’s face assumed a neutral repose, and I thought she was going to refuse to answer, but said, ‘Yah, I knew he had gold here, if that is what you ask. It was not in the desk, it was under it, in a leather bag, quite heavy. Boris brought it with him, he was careful of it. I looked for it after I learned of his death, but it was gone.’

‘Yet you had ten sovereigns in your room,’ I continued.

‘I told you I did not know they were there. I did not put them there. I haf never seen them before.’ As her voice grew stronger, so did her accent.

‘I find that hard to believe,’ Fox said.

‘Maybe you will believe this,’ she retorted. ‘I will tell you something.’

Dicks had been standing near Fox, his mouth agape. He leaned closer in now.

‘Boris…he was expecting someone,’ Kristin said. ‘The visitor had not yet arrived, but he was to come here, and that is for who the gold was brought. I do not know the man, but I do know his name. Joubert. Like I say, I know nothing more about it, and I don’t know where he is. I did not take the coins myself. If I had, I would not have left them on the nightstand. Only a fool… a narre skulle would do this.’

‘Or,’ Fox countered, ‘you mean someone exceedingly clever, wanting to confuse the case.’ He spoke amiably, in his pleasant aristocratic voice, and without drama.

‘I did not steal,’ she reported.

‘Will we find your prints on the coins?’ Fox demanded lightly.

‘No, no,’ she was quite vehement.

‘Then how did they come to be in your room?’ Fox continued.

I made my way to the desk.

‘They were put there,’ she said. ‘Nobody here likes me, they are all horrible to me.’

That wasn’t true, not of everybody anyway.

‘So someone here left the coins to implicate you?’ he continued.

‘Yes, the thief. The murderer,’ she replied, her eyes dropped, her shoulders hunching, as if to protect herself. ‘This Joubert.’

‘These coins give me enough justification to arrest you, Miss Linden,’ Fox continued, then noticed the sharp shake of the head I gave him. ‘However,’ Fox recovered quickly, ‘I will not arrest you today. It is nearly Christmas, after all, and nobody is leaving the house. I’ll look into this man called Joubert. In the meantime, please understand that you are confined to your chamber. Do not worry, we will not let you go hungry, I will speak to our hostess and arrange for trays to be sent up to you.’ He ended with a kindly smile.


Chapter 10

Fox escorted Kristin Linden to her room, and when he returned, he said, ‘She looked utterly miserable. I spoke to Hortensia, she was understanding. The thought of food has cheered me up, though. It’s close to lunch time and I’m starving.’

‘You ate half the breakfast buffet just a few hours ago,’ I reminded him, then paused. I was seated at the desk, having been thinking about what Caxton said, and Hector, the gold coins in their velvet bag on the green leather desk top in front of me. ‘You’re always hungry…you said you were in the jail as part of your work for Sommerton. That wasn’t true, was it? Prison rations don’t go far. You weren’t doing anything for Sommerton, you’d actually been incarcerated.’

‘Oh come on, Wolfe, are you going to nitpick over everything,’ he countered, his long face tightening.

‘And you claimed this is your first real investigation, despite being involved in three murders. Which murders, Fox?’

He stiffened, he was standing facing me, his arms at his sides, hands loose, which suddenly closed into fists. His eyes narrowed into slits with a dark and dangerous glint in them. ‘Why don’t you aim those questions at Hector?’ he said quietly.

‘Sirs?’ Dicks looked from one to the other of us. ‘Sirs?’

‘He rescued you,’ I guessed. ‘This is rehabilitation, isn’t it? Your chance to be useful to King and Country. Or Hector Sommerton, anyway.’ Damn it, why did Hector do this? For information? I’d discovered what Dicks knew, even though the lad didn’t realise it. ‘Or do you know something about the case? About Bullen. Or Elsa Svenson?’

‘No,’ he replied. ‘And I’m not going back to jail.’

‘I doubt you will,’ I replied lightly. ‘Hector’s failed projects don’t get a second chance, they merely cease to exist.’ I leaned back against the hard wooden chair. ‘Tell me about the interview. Did Kristin say anything useful?’

‘I took notes, sir.’ Dicks flipped busily through a notebook while Fox stalked across to the window to gaze out at the snow. ‘Before you came in.’

‘Did you now?’

‘Mr Fox told me to. It’s alright, isn’t it, sir?’

‘Yes, but you are here as my valet. People will think it strange that my valet is taking notes for an Inspector from Scotland Yard.’

‘Ah, yes, sorry, sir.’ He glanced over at Fox, who still had his back to us, his arms now folded.

‘Read out what you’ve written.’ The lad was standing stiffly upright, notebook in hand, uniform immaculate. ‘And sit down will you, I don’t want to crane my neck looking up at you.’

‘I really shouldn’t…’ he began.

I frowned and he abruptly sat to perch on the edge of the other wooden desk chair opposite me.

‘She spoke of her cousin, sir,’ Dicks said. ‘A girl called Elsa. They had a poor childhood near a remote Swedish town. I’ve got the name written here…Skill…Silk…Siknäs. Kristin had to work hard, helping her parents on their farm, but they didn’t produce enough food to feed them all. Elsa lived with them, her father had died and her mother was working in the town. When Elsa was old enough she ran away to Europe.’ He looked up from his notes and sighed heavily.

‘Why the sigh?’ I asked.

‘It’s just that running away to Europe sounds so exciting, sir. I was too young to serve in the war, and I’ve never once even been out of England.’

‘I’m sure you will,’ I said.

Fox turned around and came to join us, sitting on the arm of the nearest sofa. ‘Kristin didn’t know what happened to her cousin Elsa. She went to France after the war to try and find her, but she never did.’ He looked at me. ‘I suspect you know, though.’

I ignored him, but he was right. I knew Elsa’s fate intimately. I also knew enough about her past to be sure Kristin was telling the truth.

‘Did you find out why Bullen brought Kristin here?’ I asked, it being one of the orders I’d given them.

‘Um…well I think if we’d had a bit more time, sir…’ Dicks stuttered.

‘We were about to ask that when you came in,’ Fox added.

‘And her relationship with Bullen?’ I asked.

‘Lovers, of course,’ Fox replied.

Dicks’ cheeks turned pink, probably in response to the lie rather than the mention of sex.

‘Anyway, where did you find the coins?’ Fox switched tack, nodding towards the velvet bag still on the desk top.

I refrained from a lecture and accepted the diversion. ‘Write this down, Dicks,’ I told him. Then told them about my search of Kristin’s room and what Hector had said about Bullen withdrawing sovereigns from the bank.

‘One thousand gold sovereigns!’ Dicks said. ‘It would take me a lifetime to earn that, sir. Probably more. And they’d be heavy, wouldn’t they, sir?’

‘Less than twenty pounds, so hardly a huge weight and Bullen was a big man,’ I said. ‘He’d carry them easily.’

‘It’s probably why Mr Bullen was killed, sir,’ Dicks said.

‘I agree, it’s an impelling motive,’ Fox said then turned to me. ‘Did you see Caxton this morning? I had the impression you were going to.’

He was more astute than I wanted to give him credit for. ‘I did, but nothing new to report.’ I wasn’t inclined to share that information yet, and I hadn’t fully absorbed the implications of what Caxton had said either. ‘I doubt anyone here knows about the gold Bullen carried with him other than the killer, so no mention of it should be made,’ I said sternly.

‘Yes, sir,’ Dicks replied solemnly.

‘Understood,’ Fox said.

‘Should we search for the leather bag with Mr Bullen’s gold, sir?’ Dicks asked.

I raised a wry brow. ‘You can try, Dicks, but given its value I suspect it is very well concealed.’

‘Oh,’ he thought about it. ‘Yes I suppose it would be. Can I say something, sir?’

‘Yes,’ I replied.

‘Why was Miss Kristin talking about Elsa? What does her cousin have to do with all this?’

‘That wasn’t clear to me either,’ Fox said. ‘Perhaps Kristin thinks she’s connected to Bullen, or this Joubert?’

‘Questions that you should have asked her,’ I remarked. ‘And also what was Joubert’s full name, his whereabouts, why had he chosen to meet here, and any other details about him. You need to brush up on interview techniques, Fox.’

‘Yes, fine, perhaps you could give me a few pointers,’ he replied, still prickly after the spat.

‘Leave no stone unturned,’ I advised. ‘And go and call Hector, set him on this Joubert’s trail. Assuming he exists.’

‘Right, I’ll see you at lunch.’ He got up and stalked out, sharp chin raised in the air.

‘Dicks, fingerprint those coins, then secure them with the statements and evidence,’ I told him.

‘Yes, sir. Where, sir?’ He was already on his feet.

‘Wherever you think fit. I’m going for lunch, and find Wilf and keep him here, he’s stolen another santa’ I said, then left him to it.

My mind was churning over the details as I walked slowly downstairs to the first floor. The name Joubert, the gold coins, Carlisle’s rumoured treachery, his murder and how everyone here seemed to be connected to it somehow. Caxton was the only one to see Elsa, or that was his version of it, anyway. He’d raised the alarm about her after Carlisle was found murdered. Had she murdered Carlisle for the gold? Elsa had gold coins, I could attest to that, and it’s perfectly possible she had killed Carlisle for them… but she was young, she’d only recently joined the resistance herself. She hadn’t been hardened by the atrocities and deaths yet. I wasn’t sure she’d been a killer at that time…or was I just making excuses for her? I turned my mind to the practicalities.

Carlisle would have had a lot of gold. The amount ACE had provided to pay to the German traitor, plus whatever he’d received for selling ACE’s formula to the Germans…If that were the case Elsa wasn’t carrying money away, she was delivering it to him. If she’d wanted to steal it, she wouldn’t have entered the chateau at all…did that exonerate her? What coins had she had? I tried, but I couldn’t remember. I tried to work through the logic. Any payment to Carlisle would have been in German or Swiss coins, not English sovereigns. I shook my head, I hadn’t taken much notice at the time. The accusation of treachery was more of a puzzle, because it didn’t entirely add up. Why hadn’t it been investigated when it was floated as a rumour after the war? Unless this was the true investigation into that, and Hector had decided not to explain that fact to me for reasons of his own…

* * *

The clatter of cutlery and chatter of loud voices met me before I entered the dining room. The place was full, and everyone was seated and animated.

Kristin wasn’t there, of course, but she was very much present, her name on everyone’s lips.

Rosemary leaned across the table to me as I sat down and asked, ‘Is she really a murderess?’

‘I really wouldn’t know. What makes you think she is?’ I picked up the glass of white wine already awaiting me and took a sip. It was good quality, light and refreshing. A footman hovered behind me with a bottle wrapped in a napkin, ready to top up my glass.

‘The inspector has confined her to her room’ she replied. ‘Hortensia told us she can only have trays sent up.’

Felix was seated next to her, he sank lower in his seat. I saw the smile flicker across Rosemary’s lips.

‘Nobody has been arrested yet, to my knowledge,’ I said. Bowls of salad Russe had been placed at each setting, I picked up my fork and took a mouthful.

‘In this country,’ Felix said, ‘people are assumed innocent until they’re proven guilty.’

‘Well you were the only one keen on her here,’ Rosemary turned to him, her glossy chestnut hair pinned back from her face. She wore an auburn twin set today, it suited her. ‘So I suppose you would think that.’

‘I was just trying to be kind,’ Felix replied plaintively. ‘She said she felt isolated and alone, and I didn’t notice anybody else being very friendly towards her.’

‘I helped her to her room after hearing about that man’s death,’ Lady Eleanor said. ‘What else do you think we could have done?’

‘And don’t forget she was not invited,’ Hortensia added. ‘Not to mention expecting to be allowed to remain with a man she was not married to, who had himself pushed his way in here. Really the manners of young people nowadays.’

‘I think young people’s manners are good enough to show others some consideration without judging them,’ Felix replied, tucking a napkin into his shirt collar, presumably to keep his very expensive worsted suit free of stains.

‘Felix, you’re out of your depth on this matter, leave it, would you, boy,’ Caxton told him, then ate a mouthful of salad.

‘Precisely, there are things he knows nothing of,’ Hortensia said, eating as quickly as her brother.

Felix looked as though he wanted to continue the argument, but gave it up after another glare from his fiancée.

‘I’d say those sovereigns are proof enough,’ Lord Naylor said haughtily. ‘There doesn’t need to be a discussion about it. She should already be on her way to jail.’

I gave him a sharp glance at that. How the devil had he heard about the sovereigns?

‘What sovereigns?’ Rosemary asked, leaning forward eagerly at this piece of news.

Lady Miranda Naylor buttered her bread daintily, her hand glittering with a large sapphire ring the colour of her dress. ‘Apparently, a maid found a stack of gold sovereigns in her room.’

‘How many is a stack?’ Felix asked.

‘Ten, I believe,’ Miranda replied. ‘Which is quite a sum whichever way you look at it.’

That made me sit up. I scanned the faces around the table. There had been no maid, I’d made the story up. It had been a ruse to test what Kristin knew, and I’d only told the tale inside the incident room. Surely Fox wasn’t stupid enough to share it? No, somebody had been listening at Bullen’s door. Damn it, we’d have to be more careful from now on, because that cat was already out of the bag.

‘Are you saying she killed Bullen for ten sovereigns?’ Lady Eleanor asked. ‘Because I find that extraordinary.’

‘It looks like it,’ Rosemary said. ‘And ten sovereigns would seem quite a lot to some people.’

‘And so it is,’ LadyEleanor said sadly.

‘It’s like something from a novel,’ Rosemary said, barely listening, the excitement rising in her voice. ‘Sir Simon, you must check whether all your hunting rifles are accounted for.’

‘Do excuse Rosemary,’ Felix said to his godfather. ‘She’s been reading about America in preparation for our trip, and she’s stumbled upon some rather lurid stories. The detective stuff was bad enough, but now she’s onto tales of the Wild West. I half expect to be challenged to a quick-draw duel next time we have a disagreement.’

Rosemary erupted in laughter, far more than the feeble joke deserved. Then Hortensia did the same, followed by Caxton, then Naylor and Miranda, all of them letting go of the tension that had built up in the house after Bullen’s death. With a suspect now shut away in their room, they seemed eager to be at ease.

Major Talbot hadn’t cracked a smile, he looked sombre in his dark tan suit and he was even more sombre now. ‘Death is no laughing matter,’ he said, ‘murder even less so. It is a capital offence. There has been too much death already to be making light of it.’

‘Quite correct,’ Lady Eleanor Moreton added, putting her fork down onto her cleared plate and nodding towards Talbot. ‘Those of us who have been widowed, as several of us have here, know that death is never something about which to make light. I would have thought the war might have taught the young that lesson early, and I’m extremely disappointed to find it has not.’

Talbot gave her a grateful nod then held her gaze across the table.

I took advantage of the opportunity that Lady Eleanor’s mention of her husband had left open.

‘I believe my parents knew your husband, Lady Eleanor,’ I said. ‘They would have wished me to pass on their condolences, were they still with us. I think I may even have met Sir Alfred once. Was he fond of shooting?’ The question was a bit of a shot in the dark so to speak, but a relatively safe bet given upper crust proclivities.

‘Gracious, my dear, what a remarkable thought,’ Lady Eleanor said, laughing. ‘He positively loathed it. He was, however, a truly remarkable shot, so I can see why you may have believed that.’

‘Ah,’ I said, nodding slowly, playing the part. ‘That must be what I recalled. And I understand your husband did something terribly important for the war effort. As indeed did many of you here,’ I added.

Lady Eleanor beamed with pride. ‘Indeed. Alfred was a senior director of Allied Chemical Enterprises. A frightfully clever man, and he helped end the war, you know.’

‘Extraordinary, presumably at his work with ACE in the field of chemical weaponry,’ I replied, one eye on Caxton whose colour was beginning to rise.

‘Well of course, this is how we are all connected,’ Lady Eleanor smiled.

Fox came in at that moment, and sat down in the only vacant seat next to Lady Miranda.

‘Have you arrested the woman yet?’ Caxton immediately asked him.


Chapter 11

‘No,’ Fox looked puzzled. ‘We need proper evidence to do that.’ He picked up his fork and quickly ate his salad.

‘But you have the gold sovereigns,’ Naylor continued his argument. ‘That’s enough for anyone.’

‘How do you know about the sovereigns?’ Fox demanded, giving me a quick look of enquiry. I remained silent.

‘I heard some maid found them,’ Naylor replied then looked around the room. ‘Who passed that information to us? ’ He turned to his wife. ‘Miranda? Who was it?’

‘Hortensia, I think?’ She looked to her hostess.

‘Ahem, yes, I did mention it. The maid told me.’ She had the grace to blush, and would not meet my eye, or anyone else’s.

That cleared that particular mystery up although I’d guessed it was her. And it hadn’t taken her long to spread the news either.

‘Which maid?’ Caxton asked her.

‘Oh, the new one,’ Hortensia said airily. ‘She’s only here for the Christmas gathering. She’s called Agnes, if I remember correctly.’

‘Well tell us how she knew about it?’ Caxton wasn’t giving up.

‘Really not now, Simon, can we please talk about something more festive than this appalling murder,’ she snapped at him.

‘I concur,’ Talbot raised his glass to her. ‘That’s why we’re all here, isn’t it? And I for one am very appreciative of the fine spread our hostess had laid on for us. Even serving salad out of season.’

‘Thank you, dear Major Talbot,’ Hortensia gave a smile of relief, and turned to the hovering waiter to indicate he top up the Major’s glass. ‘I have had the gardeners hard at it in the greenhouses for the past month, preparing for our feasts.’

‘I’m terribly excited!’ Lady Eleanor exclaimed, her eyes sparkling. ‘Christmas is only a matter of days away, and what a relief to have all that dead body nonsense out of the way in plenty of time for it.’

‘Absolutely,’ Hortensia agreed, her voice trilling with enthusiasm, ‘We really must set the mood right again. Now what can we do to cheer the household up?’

‘Might another recital be in order?’ Lady Eleanor suggested as the main course of savoury tarts with side dishes of sliced tomato, pears and soft cheese was served by Hobbs and a couple of footmen.

When nobody gave any particular encouragement to this idea, she said, ‘Or I could lead a sketching group in the gardens. Now, I don’t want to hear any fretful voices claiming they are not able to draw. A snowy landscape is a matter of simple lines on a page. I’m certain that every one of you can make an attempt at that. You’d give it a jolly good go, wouldn’t you, Major?’

Talbot managed to look more enthusiastic than he obviously felt. However, the following suggestion of snapdragon was beyond even him. And he drew the line at fire-based games, focusing instead on digging into his tart.

The two older women discussed more ideas for raising Christmas spirits, and I could see how the group’s gatherings usually went. There was an easy companionship that came from years of repeated traditions. Their laughter said they would eventually wear Talbot down and have him plucking raisins from a plate of flames.

Even Lady Miranda Naylor, who had mentioned in her statement she was here for the first time, looked content at the idea of parlour games and sketching. At least if her husband included himself. I noted how often she checked his reaction to the activity suggestions. She seemed to want him to enjoy the season.

‘You agree, don’t you?’ Rosemary said, turning to Miranda. ‘There’s something off about Kristin. She’s almost ghostly, drifting around in near silence. She’s barely spoken a word to anyone. We should have guessed she was a murderer right away.’

‘I find it hard to believe such a delicate woman could be capable of an appalling act such as murder,’ Miranda said. ‘And really, what could she hope to gain from it? Ten sovereigns might be a great deal to her, but with her looks, she could have anything she wanted.’

Rosemary let her fork drop with a loud clatter. That was probably not the answer she’d wanted to hear.

Naylor turned to Fox. ‘If the police were doing their job, that woman would have been hauled away already. Shouldn’t a person feel safe in their bed, especially at this time of year?’

‘Not until we have proof,’ Fox replied. ‘And speaking of the time of year, isn’t it traditional to spend Christmas with family? Won’t your children be missing you over the season?’

That caused Naylor to close his mouth. Colour rose in his cheeks. I knew he had two daughters and a son from his first marriage. All three of them were older than his new wife, and not one would permit her presence in their houses. I read the newspapers, and Fox had obviously done so too. Naylor’s name had cropped up a few times over the last year. His son was an aspiring politician and had leapt onto the high ground to join the usual rabble of moral crusaders with more ambition than ability. The terms Naylor’s son had bandied about were ‘adventuress’ and ‘schemer’, which had been repeated by the lesser rags.

‘Inspector this has nothing to do with you, or your investigation,’ Lady Miranda spoke sharply.

‘Yes, and your detective routine is growing tiresome,’ Caxton said. ‘I think you’ve done all that’s necessary now. The Swedish woman would be better off in jail, and you can go and join your own family for Christmas, Inspector Fox…assuming you have one.’

‘I do not,’ Fox replied, unconcerned by the jibe. ‘Thanks to the war I am left entirely alone in the world. And I do appreciate being included in your festive gathering, for which I am grateful to you.’

That knocked some of the wind out of Caxton’s sails, Fox could give as good as he got. Caxton harrumped under his breath, then muttered something about having been left no choice in the matter.

Clearly the household was keen to return to normal. Bullen’s body had been removed and the revelation of the gold in Kristin’s possession was enough to condemn her in their eyes. They saw no reason why she could not be named as the murderer and removed, and Fox along with her. A simple and convenient solution. I’ve no doubt there would be pressure put on me to go too, and that was not long in coming.

‘Mr Wolfe you do rather act the detective,’ Hortensia said, sharpening her gaze as she turned to me, ‘it’s extremely interesting that you arrived here at the same time that Bullen was murdered. That would suggest you had some prior indication such a terrible thing might happen.’

‘What are you suggesting, Miss Caxton?’ I spoke lightly. ‘That I’m some sort of harbinger of death? Drifting from house to house like a portent of doom, or provoking murder to provide me with an interesting topic of conversation over cocktails?’

Rosemary seemed to think this amusing and laughed. ‘Or a roving nemesis seeking out retribution for the innocent dead.’

‘Oh, come on, old girl, Boris Bullen was hardly innocent, his sins were many and manifest,’ Felix countered, although he too was speaking in jest.

‘Well perhaps Mr Wolfe is an assassin,’ Rosemary riposted. ‘He certainly has that dangerous look in his steely grey eyes.’ She beamed as she aimed this at me.

‘I can believe that one,’ Talbot muttered. ‘A wolf in wolf’s clothing.’

Lady Eleanor laughed at this. I hoped her amusement would be enough to soothe Hortensia. It wasn’t.

‘When is it that you decided to join us for Christmas, Mr Wolfe?’ Hortensia asked.

Before I could answer, Lady Miranda leaned forwards eagerly. ‘This is all starting to make sense now. A strong, moody type like Mr Wolfe here was probably a spy during the war. Is there espionage underway in this house? Was Bullen assassinated?’

‘Really Miranda, that is a step too far,’ Lord Naylor cut in.

‘For a wife of yours, you mean?’ Lady Miranda snapped, glaring at him. The undercurrent of their relationship had once more changed course. The air was charged with a fight the rest of the room was not privy to.

Naylor returned her stare. ‘Unsuitable in any but a common woman, I would say.’

‘I may not have my own ideas? I may not believe that this man was once a spy?’

‘This talk of spies is a distraction’ Hortensia snapped, cutting across the storm brewing between husband and wife. ‘There is deception in this house, I’m sure of it – and I believe it centres on you, Mr Wolfe.’

‘Now, now, we mustn’t tease our guest,’ Caxton said lightly, though the strain in his voice was clear. He had whispered to Hortensia when I first arrived, asking her to play along and treat me as a guest. It appeared they’d both grown tired of the pretence.

Hortensia did not smile. ‘I intend to get to the bottom of it.’

‘Ah, Hortensia, dear, you were always so very persistent,’ Caxton said as he speared a slice of tomato. ‘But I daresay Mr Wolfe, and Inspector Fox, too, may find our little Christmas gathering dreadfully provincial. I imagine the bright lights of London hold far more appeal.’

‘No, we wouldn’t, Caxton,’ I said, finishing the last morsel on my plate.

‘Really?’ Felix seemed nonplussed, and puzzled at the strange direction the conversation had taken. ‘I’d rather be among the bright lights of London, we always have fun there.’

‘Felix!’ Rosemary hissed at him.

‘Not that I object to being with Simon, and um everybody,’ he attempted to retrieve the faux pas. ‘It’s jolly nice here, I’ve always thought of it as home, when I wasn’t at school. Very cozy.’ He made a point of looking at the Christmas tree in the corner and evergreen garlands decorating the place.

‘Let’s retire to the library as soon as lunch is finished. We can chat about Hortensia’s theories there,’ Caxton said with a note of finality.

‘I should be happy to,’ Hortensia said.

Caxton glanced at me and twitched his head. Then at Fox.

Fox drained his glass and held it up for another. I ignored them both.

‘My sister is a great expert on Napoleon, you know,’ Caxton told me, presumably as a diversionary tactic.

‘Really,’ I turned to her. ‘I’ve always found him a fascinating enigma.’

‘As you should,’ Hortensia said, apparently willing to be diverted. ‘Napoleon considered fleeing to America after losing at Waterloo.’ She turned to Felix. ‘The very destination you and dear Rosemary have chosen. Not that you’re fleeing, I just mean it’s a country chosen by some very significant figures in history.’

The conversation moved on to transatlantic voyages, and Hortensia helped keep matters light for the rest of the meal. However, the sharp gaze she aimed now and then at me showed she was not letting go of anything.

There was no escape after lunch ended and Fox and I were escorted with stony faced determination by the lady herself to the library.

‘You know why I have asked you here.’ She turned to me as Caxton closed the door behind us. ‘It’s because I was correct about you being a detective of some sort, and you were brought here because of Bullen.’

‘I’m impressed,’ I said with my best smile. ‘Lady Miranda should have guessed you as a spy.’

‘One needn’t be a spy to exercise basic deduction. As I said, your arrival coinciding with Bullen’s death is suspicious, and I’m quite sure my brother doesn’t know your family. Had there been any talk of a Christmas invitation, he’d have told me. Clearly, something is being concealed about your role in all this.’

‘You’re correct,’ I said. ‘Though I can assure you I’m not an assassin.’

‘I cannot imagine many of that kind would stay to dinner,’ Hortensia said, waving the suggestion away. She had seated herself by the fire, Caxton next to her in the same chair he’d occupied this morning. ‘And sit down,’ she demanded.

Fox and I carried chairs from the reading table and sat on them.

‘Talking of spying,’ I said. ‘Or rather listening at doors…’

‘This is my home, Mr Wolfe and I have a right to know what’s going on,’ she replied imperiously, and without any hint of embarrassment. ‘You should have told me yourself rather than force me into subterfuge. You have both been locked in Bullen’s former suite together. What I want to know is why you are concealing your role from everyone.’

‘I was rather hoping it might persuade them to unwittingly divulge something of interest,’ I replied.

‘And has it?’ Hortensia demanded.

‘It has not, but I’m not prepared to change position either,’ I continued. ‘I think it would be very disruptive to your gathering, for one thing.’

That gave her pause. ‘Ah, yes I do see what you mean. Oh, drat it, Simon why did you not just deny Bullen when you had the chance? You only had to say we weren’t here and he wouldn’t have come.’

‘I didn’t think…’ Caxton stuttered. ‘It took me by surprise, and knowing Bullen, he’d have found out before he came here what the story was. He was like that.’

‘If you’d told me, I’d have put a stop to him,’ Hortensia gave him a sisterly dressing down. ‘Why didn’t you?’

‘I just…’ Caxton shrugged. ‘It would have caused a row and he’d have come anyway. You hardly knew him, Hortensia, he was like one of those steam rollers. He crushed everything that got in his way.’

‘And you even allowed him to stay in one of the best suites,’ she continued to let loose the bottled up resentments at having her Christmas upended. ‘Sylvia would have been furious.’

‘I know,’ Caxton’s shoulders slumped. ‘I told Hobbs he’d have to put him as far from the woman as he could. It was the best I could think of…’ He looked miserable. I thought it strange that the man had so little backbone. I recalled that Sylvia was his late wife. He seemed to have been surrounded by strong women, and living under their thumb.

‘I thought this most eccentric of you, Simon,’ Hortensia carried on, then aimed her ire at Fox. ‘And you, Inspector, what have you to say for yourself?’

Fox had been sitting, arms folded, legs crossed, watching the siblings tussle without expression. ‘Can I assume you didn’t murder Bullen because his presence would have offended your late sister-in-law?’

I almost laughed. Caxton’s mouth gaped open at the affront.

Hortensia’s eyes widened as her irritation wound up into fury. ‘How dare you! That is the most insulting remark I have ever heard, and utterly fatuous,’ her voice rose to match her outrage.

‘I’ll take that as a no then,’ Fox replied calmly, almost conversationally. ‘One thing I want you to keep in mind, Miss Caxton, and you, Sir Simon,’ he nodded at Caxton. ‘I am the law, and Wolfe is assisting me. You do not demand we leave. You do not threaten to expose us. You do not interfere in our inquiry, including listening at our doors. There will be very serious repercussions if you do.’ He stood up. ‘I’ve no desire to upset you, but I hope I have made the position clear. I wish you a pleasant afternoon.’ He turned to me. ‘Wolfe?’

‘Fine,’ I said, a grin escaping my lips. ‘And thank you for your cooperation,’ I said to our hosts, before leaving.


Chapter 12

‘Some people think this is some sort of game,’ Fox said as we strolled along the corridor, heading for the stairs.

‘Really, that wouldn’t include you then?’ I raised a brow.

‘Well, I might not have quite grasped the details at first, but I’m learning,’ he replied, his hands were in his pockets, but he lifted one to the moustache. ‘And I’d dearly love to remove this damn thing.’

‘You can wear it in penance,’ I told him. ‘As a reminder of what a poor actor you are.’

‘I’ll have you know I am a quite excellent actor,’ he said in the pompous, theatrical tone of a ham amateur. ‘I simply chose the wrong role. Anyway, it’s easier just being me,’ he added in his usual aristocratic voice.

‘Then stick to that, and well done,’ I acknowledged.

His brown eyes slid to mine. ‘Praise indeed.’ Then he grinned his lopsided smile. ‘Your chat to Caxton this morning, would you care to debrief me now?’

‘I might.’ We’d arrived back at Bullen’s suite to find a note in Dicks handwriting on a card stating ‘Incident Room’, it was pinned to the door with a neat precision.

‘It seems we are now official,’ Fox said wryly as we entered.

There was a pot of tea, some cups and a plate of biscuits on the low table between the yellow sofas, all signs Dicks had been here only a very short time ago. Wilf wasn’t in the room either.

Fox sat next to the blazing fire and poured two cups while I took the opposing couch and told him what passed between me and Caxton just after breakfast. I also added the information Hector had said about the bank of England setting the alarm bells off when Bullen began withdrawing sovereigns. ‘Did Hector recognise the name Joubert when you telephoned him?’ I asked.

‘Not that he let on, and he demanded to know why you hadn’t mentioned it. I told him that Kristin had only divulged it after you’d found the sovereigns in her bedroom. Anyway, he said he’s going to set his hounds on it.’ He picked up a chocolate covered biscuit. ‘The story about Carlisle being a traitor, and the exchanges and double dealing – do you believe it?’

‘I’m dubious. It doesn’t add up. It was presented as rumour rather than fact. Almost designed to throw up a smoke screen.’

He contemplated that while eating his biscuit. ‘The three older men here were all at the chateau at Montreuil-sur-Mer when Carlisle was murdered…As was Bullen, and Lady Eleanor’s late husband. And now, years later, Bullen turns up here with a woman who could be mistaken for Elsa, who was presumed to be the killer. And a woman you knew? Didn’t you?’

I didn’t reply.

He nodded, understanding without either of us needing to speak the words. ‘Did you hear of this murder at the time it took place?’

‘No, I was out in the field.’ I took a sip of tea.

‘Were you now,’ he drawled then finished the biscuit and reached for another. ‘I hated the gas, and lost a lot of men to it, the poor blighters died in agony for the most part. Filthy business. Could Elsa have killed Carlisle?’

‘Possibly, but… I don’t think she was a killer at that time.’

‘Are you making excuses for her?’

‘I’m simply trying to sift the facts,’ I answered sharply.

‘Bullen’s murder is a mirror image version of Carlisle’s.’ He leaned back, stretching an arm across the cushions. ‘Bullen brought the gold here to pay off someone or buy something.’

‘Carlisle was carrying sovereigns to buy a secret formula.’ I ate a biscuit too, they were rather good. ‘Or it was a ruse to steal the gold, sell ACE’s diphosgene formula and defect – depending on which version you believe.’

He considered that. ‘ACE can’t have perfected the formula or Carlisle would not have been able to convince anyone at ACE to release the gold to buy the German version.’

‘Yes, so the story of him being a double crossing traitor sounds like slander.’

‘Maybe, but he, and ACE, were lying to the army about the status of their own formula.’

‘Correct,’ I agreed.

‘Duplicity all round then,’ Fox said and grinned. ‘I’d best make a note of it, I suppose,’ he added, then tugged his notebook from his pocket and began to write. ‘And Caxton saw Elsa in Carlisle’s room?’ He glanced over at me in question. ‘She was the go between.’

‘Yes,’ I said then admitted I’d seen her some days later and that she’d had gold coins. ‘But I don’t know how many she had, nor how many Carlisle had been carrying.’

‘Do you think these two cases are directly related? That Bullen murdered Carlisle and someone was blackmailing him over it and he’d come here to pay them off?’

‘Yes, but why bring Kristin?’ I’d been going over and over that in my mind.

He finished his tea and put the cup down on its saucer as he considered it. ‘Perhaps he brought the girl as a counterthreat of sorts, to demonstrate he could use her to expose the blackmailer’s part in the plot?’

‘Then why bring gold to pay the blackmailer?’

‘Maybe he didn’t know who the blackmailer actually was. The name Joubert was used, but I can’t imagine Bullen had ever met him,’ he said, then frowned at the empty biscuit plate.

‘Why gold sovereigns?’ I mused.

‘Because the numbers on pound notes can be traced,’ he replied. ‘Or perhaps it’s a direct reflection of the original murder. A quid pro quo if you like. In which case, I think Caxton’s your man.’

‘That’s a wild guess and totally unsupported by facts,’ I retorted. ‘It could be any of them, including Lady Eleanor using knowledge gained from her late husband.’

‘Yes, she really does seem the type to go around stabbing people in the dark,’ he said ironically.

‘Joubert…’ I was interested in the mystery man. ‘Elsa must have known him, she acted as his go between.’

‘It might be a codeword meaning something else.’

That was an interesting thought. ‘Naylor stepped into Carlilse’s shoes after he was murdered…and he worked closely with the man, it would seem remarkably stupid to kill him in a remote french chateau teeming with military.’

‘But Naylor may have been the only one who knew about the gold Carlisle was carrying, not many people would have done. And there wouldn’t have been much opportunity at any other time. He may even have known about Carlisle arranging for Elsa to be smuggled in. Do you know how her presence was explained in the inquiry? Had Carlisle told the guard she was a visiting tart, or a go-between for someone important to the mission?’

‘Hector didn’t tell me anything about the inquiry.’

‘It sounds as though it was inconclusive, or whitewashed.’

‘Probably, and it will be an anomaly Hector wants clearing up now that the chance has arisen. He usually has more than one agenda.’

‘Very tidy minded of him,’ Fox commented.

‘That’s one way of looking at it,’ I replied.

A knock on the door interrupted us. Major Talbot entered. ‘Ah, both of you are here? In cahoots are you?’

‘Just chatting over tea,’ Fox said and picked up the tray to carry it over to the satinwood desk. ‘Take a seat, Major.’ He indicated the place he’d just vacated. ‘I’ll sit by Wolfe, if you like.’

‘I don’t care where you sit,’ Talbot said, his voice rumbling in his chest.

Fox dropped onto the cushions at the other end of the same couch I occupied. We both faced the old man as he stretched his long legs in front of him, his feet crossed at the ankles under the low table.

‘You have something to add to your statement?’ Fox asked him.

‘I do not,’ Talbot replied, pushing his broad shoulders back, the dark tan suit now rather rumpled. Despite his occasional confusion, he was still a powerful man, as tall as me at six foot two, and probably as muscular in his day. ‘I’m merely here as a guest for Christmas. I can’t believe anyone among us is a…a murderer.’ He spat the word out as though it had a foul taste.

‘And yet you served in the war,’ Fox said, his head slightly tilted to one side.

‘That was for King and Country,’ Talbot replied harshly, his brows drawing together. ‘It was hardly sneaking around a friend’s house stabbing their guests.’

I’d done worse, I thought to myself.

‘Let’s get down to it, shall we?’ Fox said. ‘Who may have wanted to kill Bullen?’

‘God knows, anyone I would think,’ Talbot said. ‘He was an appalling man. I only know a small part of it, but even my dealings with him have given me a good understanding of why he ended up the way he did.’

‘And what exactly was your knowledge of the man?’ I asked.

‘He was a minor player in ACE when I met him, back in 1915. But you’ll know all this.’ He waved a hand dismissively.

‘Please assume we don’t,’ Fox said and leaned back against the cushions.

‘We were all there, in France 1915,’ Talbot rumbled on. He recounted a simple tale of how he and Caxton went to the chateau to meet ACE and then of Carlisle’s murder.

‘Did you see the woman, Elsa?’ I asked.

‘No, I didn’t know what the hell was going on. According to the inquiry, Elsa Svenson killed Carlisle and stole some gold he was carrying,’ Talbot replied. ‘And all this talk of gold, I never understood what Carlisle was doing carrying gold to buy a formula his company was supposed to have developed themselves. It was too cloak and dagger for my liking, I left intelligence to sort it out.’

‘Did you hear any other stories of Carlilse’s treachery?’ I asked.

‘No…well…yes, much later, after the war it was swirling around the clubs. A nasty rumour that he was ready to defect and betray the country, and the man wasn’t around to refute it. His widow was hit hardest by the slur.’

‘Who told the tale to you?’ Fox asked.

‘I don’t recall, one of those whispered stories spilled with the brandy. I was quite forceful in my response, and no-one’s mentioned it to me again.’ He retorted, anger clear in his voice. ‘And that woman upstairs is Elsa, Caxton swears to it. Why haven’t you arrested her? She’s already a proven murderer, now she’s killed again. What are you waiting for man?’

‘She’s not Elsa,’ I said, and was becoming sick of saying it.

‘She’s not?’ Talbot’s brows almost met.

‘Categorically not,’ I emphasised.

‘And there you have your reason,’ Fox said.

‘How do you know she isn’t Elsa?’ Talbot leaned forward and fixed me with a glare. The military man was now far more evident than the fuddled old one.

‘I met Elsa during the war, it’s the reason I’m helping the Inspector.’ It was half a lie, but good enough.

‘I thought there was something about you,’ Talbot said. ‘You were more than just an irregular, weren’t you? You were running with the resistance groups, hunting down the enemy. Murdering in the dark of night.’ He let out a sigh. ‘Well you survived, that’s more than most did.’

Fox glanced at me, then carried on. ‘Why did everyone assume Elsa killed Carlisle? Anyone in the place could have killed him, stolen the gold and blamed it on the woman.’

‘Ridiculous idea,’ Talbot harrumphed. ‘We were all housed together on one floor of the chateau. The top floor. Security was blanket, and it was doubled up. If it wasn’t this woman then it could only be one of us, and that won’t wash. It won’t wash at all.’

‘But Elsa got in,’ Fox said. ‘What does that say about security?’

‘She got in with Carlisle’s connivance,’ Talbot replied. ‘He was the author of his own demise.’

‘And the only one among you who saw the woman was Caxton?’ Fox continued.

‘So he said, but I can’t attest to that,’ Talbot replied.

‘Elsa may have stolen the gold, but it wasn’t necessarily her who killed Carlisle,’ Fox said. ‘She may have been paid to keep her mouth shut with a handful of coins.’

‘So you are saying that one of us stabbed Carlisle? That’s utterly preposterous.’ Talbot retorted. ‘And bloody insulting. And I had no idea the man was carrying money, nor that he had arranged to let the trollope into the place.’

‘What happened after Carlisle’s body was found?’ I switched tack.

‘Chaos.’ Talbot was very much in charge of himself now. ‘Military police racing about, boots hammering through the corridors. They brought in a quack from the village, God knows why, it was obvious he was dead–’

‘Did you see the body?’ Fox cut in. He’d taken out his notebook and began writing in it, resting it on one crossed knee, his dark suit trousers beginning to rumple again.

‘Yes, we were all hauled in on the off chance one of us would give himself away as the murderer. The body was lying on the bed, blood everywhere, he still fully dressed from the meeting. He hadn’t even removed his shoes.’

‘So he hadn’t been indulging himself with the lady before he was stabbed?’ Fox asked.

‘Didn’t look like it,’ Talbot replied. ‘He’d been knifed in the back of the neck. Right into the jugular and fallen across the bed. I’d say someone did it from behind, not giving him time to act or defend himself. Probably died before he felt the blow.’

That put a different light on things. If Elsa were there to seduce him, he’d probably have undressed pretty quickly and he would have had his eyes very firmly fixed on her. Caxton had said she was fully dressed when he’d caught a glimpse of her too.

‘Was there any evidence found during the inquiry?’ I asked him.

‘No… this was an embarrassing incident to the Army, although a lot of blame was placed on Carlisle for having had the woman smuggled in.’ Talbot relaxed a little, his eyes taking on a far away look, as though sifting through the past. ‘We were all fingerprinted, Carlisle’s room, his bags and all the rest of it, were dusted. Naylor’s, Caxton’s and Bullen’s prints were found in his room, but naturally they had already been in there. Alfred Moreton’s too, of course. There were two used wine glasses on his dresser, his prints on one, the other smeared, so they couldn’t tell whose it was. No lipstick before you ask.’

‘Would Naylor have known Carlisle was carrying gold?’ Fox asked him, writing a note as he did.

‘No idea,’ Talbot replied. ‘You’d have to ask him.’

‘How did Elsa get in?’ I asked.

‘One of the guards admitted to letting her in and out. He’d been primed by Carlisle to do so in advance. He was merely doing his job. There was no court marshal,’ Talbot replied in a clipped tone.

‘But this was a very important top secret military meeting,’ I said. ‘The guard would not have dared let a stranger in without orders.’

He looked away.

‘Caxton was the most senior officer present, wasn’t he?’ I said. ‘He’d have had to give permission for the woman to enter the chateau.’

‘The security was arranged by top brass, it wouldn’t necessarily be down to Caxton,’ Talbot replied, his voice less assertive now.

Caxton holds shares in ACE,’ Fox took up. ‘When did he receive those?’

‘He didn’t receive them, he purchased them, just as I did,’ Talbot replied. His eyelids looked heavy, as though he were tiring. ‘After the war, in answer to your question. There would have been a conflict of interest before then.’

‘Did you buy them at a discount?’ I asked.

‘I bought them at a good price, the value had dropped. The price had been supported by the company’s sales to the war effort until then. Once we had peace the market assumed the profits would falter. I didn’t think so, I saw it as a good opportunity to make some money and so it proved.’

‘Do you still hold them?’ Fox asked.

‘I do,’ Talbot replied. Fox made more notes, the clock on the mantelpiece struck half past two.

‘Are any of them controlling shares?’ Fox asked. We were playing a cat and mouse game with the man, although we hadn’t devised it as such.

‘Yes, and before you continue with this interrogation I’ll tell you that neither I nor Caxton were instrumental in removing Naylor,’ Talbot said and leaned forward to make the point. ‘We’d got to know the top bods at ACE pretty well by the end of the war, but we were military, they were commerce. Neither of us were fool enough to get involved with their inner conflicts.’

‘Caxton holds a lot of shares,’ I stated.

‘Yes, almost his entire portfolio. I think it’s the reason he let Bullen come here,’ Talbot said. ‘Those shares saved this estate. I told Caxton to diversify but he wouldn’t listen. Stick to what you know, he always says. Which rather limits a man, to my mind. Now that’s all I have to say. Good day, gentlemen.’ He stood up and walked out.


Chapter 13

‘Sir,’ Dicks came in, Wilf was with him. He came bounding around our feet full of yips and woofs, then jumped on my lap to have his ears rubbed. ‘I couldn’t find the santa, and he wanted to go outside. I thought I’d lose him in the snow, it’s as high as his nose, but he raced through it, I could hardly keep up, sir. It’s taken me ages to dry him off, and it’s started to snow again now.’ He went to gather up the tray still on the satinwood desk.

I glanced out of the window to watch large flakes drift slowly past the panes, some falling against the glass and slipping down to add to the soft mounds already lying on the sills and muntins. I wondered where the bag of Bullen’s gold was – under the snow somewhere probably.

‘Did you dust the sovereigns?’ I turned my head to ask him.

‘I did sir!’ He stopped, the tea tray in hand. ‘And there wasn’t a single fingerprint on any one of them. Except yours sir,’ he gave me a solemn look, which was almost reproving. ‘But it was very strange, whoever left them in Miss Kristin’s room must have polished off each one or even washed them first.’

‘So a very tidy killer,’ Fox said.

Dicks turned to grin at him. ‘Best way, I’d think,’ he said. ‘If they’ve got it all planned out, they wouldn’t want to be caught by something as silly as leaving their prints where they could be found. Anyway sirs, there’s a bunch of Christmas carollers gathering in the hall. I think you might be expected to join in.’

‘What on earth for?’ I asked.

‘Because you’re a guest,’ Fox answered. ‘Come on, Wolfe, let’s hear you howl in tune.’

‘Very amusing,’ I muttered.

Excited voices could be heard from the upper landing, and grew louder as we descended the stairs. A choir of over a dozen singers had gathered around the hall’s large Christmas tree, and Caxton was handing out steaming glasses of red rum punch from a tray held by Mason the footman, to all and sundry. Hortensia was by the blazing fire at a makeshift drinks table, ladle in hand, pouring the spicy mix as Hobbs held each glass up on a silver tray, napkin ready to dab away the inevitable dribbles. Myriad candles had been lit and flickered from the mantelpiece, bookcase, sidetable and any other surface a candlestick could be perched. The scent that reached me was enticing; rum and nutmeg mixed with woodsmoke and pine. Memories of the past swirled for a moment before I pushed them away.

Lady Eleanor had been tasked with herding us into place. She was still in the bright yellow frock from this morning, but had now donned a turquoise wrap across her shoulders. ‘Guests with their backs toward the wall, under the stairs. Not behind the tree, please, dear Major Talbot. The choir will assemble in a simple half circle before you. Do you all have your printed copy of the carols?’ She was in fine form and obviously enjoying herself, she was thrusting sheets of paper to any who didn’t have them, including me. ‘I hope to hear you have a fine voice, Mr Wolfe!’ she beamed at me. ‘Here you are.’

I took the songsheet in good grace and glanced at it. There wasn’t a piano in the hall, so it looked as though we’d be spared another repeat of that particular ordeal.

Caxton came over to me, the footman in tow. He took a glass of hot punch from the tray and pushed it into my hand. ‘Wolfe,’ he said darkly. ‘Merry Christmas, and I hope my sister doesn’t swat you flat when the next opportunity arises.’ He gave the next glass to Fox. ‘And you.’ He frowned. ‘You’d better apologise, you know.’

‘I’ll be delighted to do so,’ Fox grinned and raised his glass. ‘Merry Christmas.’

Caxton frowned and moved on.

Rosemary edged over to my side. ‘This is my first time here, and my last I suppose. But it’s rather fun, isn’t it. Cheers.’ she clinked her glass against mine, then squeezed behind me to stand between us and greeted Fox. ‘And to you, strange detective.’

He chinked his glass back. ‘You think me strange?’ he asked.

‘Well, perhaps unconventional,’ she laughed. I had the impression she’d had more than one drink already today. ‘But Scotland Yard wouldn’t have sent you if you weren’t terribly good at detecting. I assume you have extensive experience.’

‘Three murders,’ I told her.’

‘Really?’ she beamed. ‘All on his own?’

‘I believe so,’ I glanced at Fox, whose grin had become a little forced.

‘Oh, who allowed her to come down here?’ Rosemary’s voice changed in an instant. ‘You did,’ I suppose?’ she demanded of Fox.

‘No…’ Fox replied slowly. ‘It can only be our host, or hostess.’ He was watching Kristin walk slowly down the stairs, one hand on the bannister rail, the other holding her long blue dress to avoid it catching on her heels.

The room quietened as she stepped down and looked for directions.

‘Is she an angel, Mummy?’ one of the small children asked too loudly. Voices calling hush were heard as the members of the choir shuffled into place with their backs to the front door.

Lady Eleanor stepped forward to take Kristin’s hand and spoke quietly to her. She led her towards us, then left her to stand a little distance from Fox, a songsheet in hand.

‘Well really,’ Rosemary muttered indignantly under her breath. She looked over at Felix who shuffled over to us.

‘I’m pleased they let her out,’ he said, ignoring Rosemary’s disapproval. ‘Poor girl being locked up on her own all day.’

‘She isn’t locked up,’ Fox said. ‘Just confined to quarters.’

‘She’s a murderer,’ Rosemary hissed.

‘Not until it’s proven,’ I said.

‘Right everybody.’ A chap came to the front of the massed carol singers, he was dressed as the rest in a wooly hat, scarf, thick winter coat and gloves. He carried a lantern as did a good half of the others. I assumed him to be the choirmaster. ‘First of all I must thank Sir Simon on behalf of the church choir and his support of so many village events…’ he droned on in the same vein as I watched Kristin.

She was even paler than before and kept her eyes downcast as though fearing to catch anyone’s gaze. She was a mere shade of Elsa, similar in looks but without Elsa’s vibrancy, her sheer zest for life and all it had to offer. They’d had similar childhood’s but Elsa had met every hardship, every humiliation and every insult, head on. She would fight and she would win, it was all there for the taking. I’d loved her for it, for all the good it did her. Poor Kristin looked defeated by life. I wondered how she’d met Bullen. I should have asked her and resolved to do so.

A rousing rendition of God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen filled the hall and set the little bells tingling on the Christmas tree. Dicks had come in with Wilf in his arms, he stood with five of the servants over by the door to the dining room. He had to keep a gentle hand around Wilf’s muzzle to stop him howling to the music because as he’d discovered, the little dog loved to ‘sing’ along. Fox sang well too, he had a good baritone. I tried to block out most of those around me, although I found myself listening to Kristin. She had no idea of the tunes, nor the words but her clear voice was lilting and pure.

We worked through the repertoire in the songbook and came to a pause while the choir master conferred with Hortensia over something or other.

Caxton stepped in to fill the gap. ‘I would like to give my great thanks,’ he said, ‘to this wonderful choir for once again filling our house with Christmas spirit. For generations we have held this service here in the house, and I believe the tradition has become as much a part of our family as Christmas itself. There is a comfort in its constancy, the same carols by firelight, the scent of pine and rum punch, wax candles and nutmeg. Whatever the year has brought, we gather quietly and gratefully to mark the season in the way our grandparents and great grandparents did before us. I look forward to this event every year, and I am honoured to be able to share your music with my guests.’

‘Too kind, too kind,’ the choirmaster thanked him. ‘We all thoroughly enjoy it too. And we have brought the traditional hat to be passed around, with your permission Sir Simon.’ He held up a battered old felt hat of indeterminate style and age, then handed it to Caxton, who handed it to Hobbs. The butler went from guest to guest with it reverentially held out and we all duly emptied our pockets into it.

‘We usually have a soloist for this occasion,’ the choirmaster spoke up. But poor Mrs Dixon has a dreadful cold. Could we ask for a volunteer?’

Hortensia stepped forward with a determined gleam in her eye.

‘Kristin can sing,’ Felix called out. ‘I heard her. Maybe she can sing a Swedish carol? Would you like to, Kristin?’ he went to her.

She looked a little alarmed but a few of us added our voices in encouragement and she finally nodded. Hortensia looked a little peeved, but gave way in good grace.

She asked for no note, nor did she look put out by the request to sing for a group that was so suspicious of her. Instead, she merely gave a sweet smile and began.

The tune she sang tugged with familiarity. I didn’t understand the lyrics, but the song’s sentiment was clear. This was a carol filled with hope that rose from melancholy. Kristin’s pure, clear voice resounded through the hall with a beauty that spoke of glaciers, dense forests of evergreens, and trickling streams of snow melt.

When she finished, the last notes hung in the air, and everyone paused for a moment to come back to themselves, then clapped with genuine joy.

It marked the end of the event and the choralists began to file out into the snow. We all trudged back upstairs amid light chatter while the servants gathered up the emptied glasses and snuffed out candles.

‘Kristin, perhaps you may teach me the song you sang, it is quite new to me,’ Hortensia asked her as she caught her on the upper landing.

‘It would be my delight,’ Kristin said, then glanced over at me and Fox. ‘But I return to my room now, it was kind of you to allow permission to join the songs.’

‘Very well,’ Hortensia frowned in our direction. ‘This is as it should be but as you will not be joining us for dinner, I will visit you in the morning. I bid you good night.’

Kristin continued on her way to the next set of stairs and the bed chambers above.

‘Miss Caxton, I believe I owe you an apology,’ Fox advanced on her.

‘You most certainly do,’ Hortensia raised her chin. ‘You may be the law Inspector Fox, but this is Caxton Manor and the domain of my brother and I. We do not take kindly to such a peremptory intrusion into our home. Nor the disorder you have brought with you.’

It sounded as though she’d been rehearsing the speech and now delivered it in a high plummy tone.

‘Actually Bullen brought the disorder,’ Fox replied which earned him a frosty stare. ‘But I do sincerely apologise,’ he added hastily. ‘And I will do all I can to hasten the conclusion.’

She turned to me with a cold glare.

‘And I too would like to proffer my apologies for any transgressions I may have made, Miss Caxton,’ I said in my most flattering tone.

That seemed to do the trick and she gave a sniff of concession. ‘Very well, but remember where you are gentlemen, and do please try to prevent your dog from eating any more of my Christmas decorations, Mr Wolfe. They were carved by our old gardener and are really quite precious to us.’

‘I will, of course.’ I bowed in acknowledgement. ‘And I will replace whatever I can.’

She sailed off in the direction of the drawing room.

‘How are you going to replace the mangled santa? Whittle one?’ Fox grinned.

‘Very amusing,’ I replied. ‘I’m going to talk to Kristin again. Try and do something useful in the meantime.’

‘They’re serving mulled wine in the drawing room.’

‘Well pour a few glasses into them and soften them up.’ I walked off and headed upstairs.

‘Who are you?’ she called when I knocked on the door.

I went in. ‘I have a few questions for you,’ I said.

She was sitting by the fire on the low chair, staring into the flames. ‘I would like to leave here.’

‘So would I but Bullen’s death prevents any of us from leaving.’ I pulled up a white painted chair from the dressing table and sat down with her.


Chapter 14

‘You do not have your dog with you,’ she said, and glanced at me with her beautiful blue eyes. ‘He is a nice dog.’

‘He’s probably eating his supper,’ I replied. ‘I knew Elsa.’

Her gaze sharpened in surprise. ‘You knew her? Truly?’

‘We worked together in the war. She had joined the resistance.’

‘Why?’ she seemed baffled. ‘It was not our war.’

Sweden was supposedly neutral, but they’d had close trading ties to Germany before the hostilities and they continued to supply Germany during the war. They paid a price for it, Britain did all it could to disrupt those supplies and Sweden suffered severe food shortages as a result.

‘I think she just got caught up in it after she left Sweden, and she appeared to enjoy it. Fighting seemed to be part of her nature.’

‘It was,’ she nodded. ‘She was brave and fearless, not like me. After she ran away, we never heard from her, but only once. A postcard, it was from a place called Saint Quentin. I went to find her when the war was ended. My mother died, Elsa loved her. I wanted to tell her, and to ask her to come home. She is dead, isn’t she?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where is her grave.’

‘I don’t know,’ I lied.

She sighed. ‘I have cried too many tears.’

‘How did you meet Bullen?’ I asked the question that had been on my mind.

‘In London. When I was in France I met a man who thought I was Elsa. We look the same,’ she said then smiled. ‘You know this, of course. This man was English, from the war. He had married a French lady and stayed with her. He took me to meet his wife, she was very kind. She knew Elsa too and asked where she was. Elsa had given the local group money, they were resistance. Elsa would bring food, she was close with the Germans, pretending to like them for information and food. It was dangerous, she had to explain to the villagers what she was doing or they would have killed her. They came to trust her.’

‘Where was this?’

‘Saint Quentin. I went because that was the card she sent me.’

I nodded.

‘They said she went away before the war was finished, they thought maybe to Switzerland, or London.’

‘Did Elsa give them gold coins? Like the ones Bullen had?’

‘Yes, a few. Gold was best they said but was dangerous because the Germans would want to know how it was got. These people had nothing, so how would they have gold? The woman said they used the gold to buy guns from black market people. Sometimes that was Germans and sometimes it was English soldiers and sometimes it was foreign people from Switzerland and Italy. This was told to me after the war was ended but she was still scared to talk about it. She talked very quietly.’

‘What did you do after this?’ I encouraged her.

‘I went to London, I could speak English but not very good French. I found work in a big shop, Liberty. I like it. I like London very much. Then in October I was walking to my flat and a car stopped by me on the road. It was Boris, he jumped out and shouted ‘Elsa’. I was very surprised, and I said I was not Elsa, but he said I must be. He took me in his car and we had a very nice time. Drinks and dinner. And he sent flowers and took me out many times, and bought my clothes like this dress.’ She plucked at the silk with long fingers. ‘He said to me he was in love with me. We were lovers, he talked of marrying me, but I was not so sure. He was nice most of the time, but I think he would not be nice if I was not obedient. Then two days ago he told me to pack, we were to go to see some old friends for a night then we would go to Switzerland for Christmas. And now I am here, and alone,’ she said.

‘He called you Elsa?’

‘Yes, and I told him I was not. I think he did not believe me at first.’

‘Did he say how he knew Elsa?’ I asked.

‘He met her in France, only once, but he said she was beautiful, and exciting. I said he must see I was not her, and he laughed and said perhaps not but I was close enough.’

‘Did he say why he was coming here?’

‘Only to meet the Swiss man, Joubert.’

A knock sounded at the door and a voice called out. ‘Miss, I’ve brought your supper up, shall I bring it in?’

‘Oh Agnes, yes, I come.’ She rose to her feet and went to open the door. A maid who I hadn’t seen before came in carrying a tray.

‘Oh sorry, sir, I didn’t know anyone was here. Is it alright if I leave this here?’ She was a plain girl, dark hair under a white cap, washed out grey uniform, young and with a local accent.

‘I’m just leaving, thank you.’ I stood up. ‘And I hope you have a pleasant evening Kristin.’

She smiled at me, the first real smile I think I’d seen from her. I made my way along the corridor and back downstairs. The crowd were leaving the drawing room and filing down to the dining room where it must be time for dinner. Nobody had changed into evening wear, it seemed it was to be an informal supper, for which I was thankful. I fell in next to Fox.

‘Good mulled wine,’ he said. ‘All very festive.’

‘How much did you have?’ I asked him.

‘Just the right amount.’ He grinned. ‘What did the lovely Kristin tell you?’

I gave him a distilled version.

‘So Bullen had met Elsa…now how had he managed to do that? And this Joubert is Swiss, there aren’t any of those amongst the stew.’

Hortensia was in commandant mode and ordered us all to sit in allocated places. I was between Lady Miranda and Lady Eleanor. A dish of hot chestnut soup was already on each place setting with a few baskets of buttered bread rolls spread along the table.

Fresh ivy had been woven between the silverware and crystal glasses. Flickering candles softened the light, and the mood was mellowed by a very good white wine. I thought to take advantage of it and turned to Caxton. ‘It’s delightful to see a country house full of life. I always find it a shame when houses like my own are left empty. My family tree was pruned to a stump, and Christmas has not been the same since.’

‘Indeed,’ Caxton said, spoon in hand. ‘This isn’t something we take for granted, though, of course, there were some good Christmases during the war too. There was a spirit of togetherness that made the season a welcome relief from the fighting.’ He turned to Talbot. ‘Do you remember the pantomime?’

Talbot laughed. ‘Yes, yes, those lads had put in so much work to create an authentic panto. One of the chaps there was a wizard at procuring things, off he’d go and somehow came back with a pair of sparkling frocks for our ‘dames’ and an actual two-man horse costume. Must have raided a theatre, I suppose.’

‘Don’t forget,’ Caxton said, cheerfully swigging his wine, ‘that lad also found a bag of sweets to throw out to the audience. The soldiers were scrabbling for them like they were still kiddies in short trousers.’

‘I recall your letter about that,’ said Hortensia fondly, raising her glass to her brother. ‘I must say, it relieved some of the guilt that I felt at the time. We’d had a lovely Christmas here that year. The rooms on this level were being used as an infirmary, and the soldiers we were treating knew how much I loved singing. They all insisted on my performing and sang along with me, they frequently drowned me out, laughing as they did. It was the brightest spot in a very dark time. The chaps even put on some skits. Though, to allow them free rein I did leave before the more raucous ones began. I imagine your pantomime lads were much the same.’

Caxton laughed and nodded, and raised his glass, his cheeks already pink from the liquor he’d taken. ‘To my indomitable sister,’ he called out, with everyone joining in. ‘We all admire the work you do here at Caxton Manor and all you did in the war for our boys.’

‘Hear, hear,’ Lady Miranda said, turning to Hortensia. ‘George was telling me about it, and it’s so marvellous to think of all the young men you must have helped. I’ve got brothers myself, and they…’ She took a long swallow of her wine. ‘Well, I can only hope they received such wonderful care.’

Lord Naylor caught her eye across the table and smiled fondly at her. Their argument from lunch had apparently passed.

Lady Miranda gave a trembling smile and continued, ‘I wasn’t able to contribute nearly as much to the war effort, I worked in a dispensary, but I did my bit, I’d like to think.’ She took another sip of her drink. ‘Knitted more scarves than you could shake a stick at. Though, truth be told, half were so wonky I expect the lads ended up using them for dishcloths.’

Lord Naylor cleared his throat sharply, but nobody besides he and I seemed to notice Lady Miranda’s accent slipping.

‘And did you have any memorable Christmases during the war?’ Hortensia asked her.

‘Oh, I–well, I–’ she stuttered. Beneath the round, plummy vowels, I could hear her natural, flatter tone. Lancashire, I suspected as its origin. When she didn’t give Hortensia an answer, I realised she hadn’t spent the holidays on an estate like this. That this life would not have begun until she married Lord Naylor.

‘All my Christmases were spent hard at work during the war,’ Naylor said, the footman refilling his drink. ‘ACE was growing at a rate of knots, trying to keep pace with each fresh horror the enemy developed. Of course, one was glad to be of service, though it did sting to know that my efforts for ACE were not fully appreciated in the end. Not that I’m one to speak ill of the dead,’ Naylor continued, ‘but after the way Bullen pushed me out of the company I’d worked so hard for during the war, I can’t say I am sorry for the fellow.’

Lady Eleanor stared hard at her plate as he spoke, her silvery bouffant hair reflecting light from the chandelier above us.

‘Oh, George, let’s not talk about him,’ Lady Miranda pleaded. ‘We’re having such a lovely evening, and if you keep going on, people will start to think you did it. Why don’t we just enjoy the meal.’

‘Nonsense, Miranda,’ Naylor retorted. ‘If I’d wanted to kill Bullen, I’d have done it years ago, during the war. One extra casualty would hardly have been noticed.’

‘You weren’t a serving officer, so how would you have achieved that?’ I asked, having finished my soup.

He glared at me but didn’t answer. It was obvious they’d all had a fair amount to drink and it was loosening tongues.

‘George, for goodness’ sake,’ Lady Miranda hissed. ‘Not when we have the inspector with us for dinner.’

Fox smiled at her. ‘Don’t fret. Though your husband isn’t giving quite the denial I like to hear, I do understand the sentiment. The timing of this is something I’m rather intrigued by myself. It seems odd that Bullen appeared among you now, apparently without reason, like an unwelcome ghost from the past.’

‘You make it sound rather Dickensian,’ Rosemary murmured, taking another sip from her wine glass.

The sips turned to swigs, the wine continued to be poured liberally and I listened as the conversation slipped the party back into reminiscences of Christmases past.

‘I had to take in a group of French artists after they were marooned in England when the Germans took over their houses in Cambrei.’ Lady Eleanor told us over slices of pink roast pork and apple sauce. Apparently, it was their tradition to spend Christmas Day painting life studies. My butler had the most frightful shock when he went to check on them in the Orangery that morning.’

‘What?’ Lady Miranda sat up abruptly, her blonde hair shimmering as she moved.

‘Nudes, dear,’ Hortensia replied. ‘Usually young ladies. Rather louche of course, but they were French.’

‘Not just French ladies,’ Lady Eleanor added. ‘Men! There were only two women among them and I would say they both probably charged by the hour.’

Everyone laughed at this.

‘I still wonder about the folk who missed Christmas to help the war effort,’ Lady Miranda said when the laughter had died down. She turned to Lord Naylor with a hiccup. ‘You worked so hard during the war, and it’s just not right that a man like Lord Carlisle gets honoured with a plaque, despite, well…you know.’

‘I don’t think we need discuss that,’ Talbot said, glancing over at Lady Eleanor. ‘It’s not suitable dinner conversation, not in the presence of–’

‘He told me all about Lord Carlisle,’ Lady Miranda continued. ‘Including the fact that when he was meant to be working on some big important deal for the chemical weapons, he had a woman smuggled in. He didn’t do much to hide it, either. He didn’t give a thought to his wife back home. Lady Carlisle must have struggled to hold up her head in society. How could she with the way her husband was carrying on. And then he was killed by the woman, and she is the image of the one sitting upstairs. I don’t understand why no-one has arrested her.’

Caxton held a hand up. ‘Wolfe assures me the woman upstairs is not the same as the one who was with Carlisle in France.’

I frowned at him.

‘She’s not,’ Fox said with a finality. ‘And everyone here needs to put that out of their minds.’

‘I think everyone’s had a bit too much to drink,’ Felix said. ‘I’m sure nothing was meant by it.’

‘Well I still don’t understand it,’ Rosemary began. ‘How does Mr Wolfe know who the woman in France was? And why are you even here?’ she leaned forward, glass in hand, elbow on the table and stared at me.

‘Why are you here?’ I tossed the question back at her.

She laughed the same brittle laugh I recall from last evening. ‘Well, I for one, was invited,’ she replied. ‘And this is my dear fiancé’s home.’

‘Now I’d like to take names down for bridge after dinner,’ Lady Eleanor cut in. ‘Who would like to make pairs? Major Talbot?’ she turned a very direct gaze at him.

‘Well if you insist,’ he replied with no great enthusiasm. This turned the conversation, and between her and Hortensia they steered the discussion into lighter waters.

I was pleased to excuse myself after a dessert of rich chocolate mousse. I went upstairs and opened my bedroom door to find Kristin sitting next to the dying fire.


Chapter 15

‘Please tell me what happened to Elsa,’ she said, leaning forward in the leather armchair.

I turned from her to the fire, which was burning low and I stooped to chivvy the embers.

‘You do not deny it,’ Kristin said as I knelt on one knee to carefully place sticks and logs, then blew on them to encourage the flames to take hold. ‘You cannot. I saw that look in your eye. It is haunted. You know what happened to Elsa. I think some of those downstairs know it too. This is why Boris was killed. He brought me here, it is all connected.’

I stood up, the fire now beginning to burn in flickering flames. ‘She became tangled up in the business with ACE during the war. Bullen was there, that’s all I know.’

‘But you will find out what happened,’ she said. ‘And tell me if Elsa died because of one of those men downstairs.’

‘Elsa died three years after the meeting in France, her death wasn’t related to Carlisle’s murder.’ I doubted the truth of that, it was possible the events were part of the path that led to her death. ‘Did you kill Bullen?’

‘No, no, of course not. Why should I?’ her perfect face gazing up into mine.

‘For the money. I only have your word for the existence of this Joubert. I found a few coins in your rooms, you knew Bullen was carrying a lot more. Nobody else here did.’

‘They must, or Boris would not have brought it. He said he must give the money to the man. I asked him why, but he would not say. I would not kill Boris. I do not do this, but if I did, then I would leave, not stay to be caught and tormented.’ She stood up, and stepped closer to me, her blue eyes so painfully familiar, as was the touch of her fingers as they reached for mine. ‘And now,’ she continued, ‘this Inspector Fox says I am to blame. He wants to take me into prison. He accuses me of something I did not do. Will you keep me safe? Find out who killed Boris, then make them set me free.’ Her voice falling lower, breathing words filled with fear, and hope and something more...

She stepped into my arms, her fingers wrapping themselves into mine. I lifted one hand to kiss it without thinking, then pushed a tress of her fine gold hair back from her face. I kissed her, deep and hungrily, my lips on hers, it felt just like Elsa, my mind reeling as time wheeled away to the nights we lay wrapped in each other’s arms, the desire growing as we clung to each other, our bodies reacting, moving in deep instinctive rhythms.

‘Sir…agh,’ Dicks walked in. ‘S-s-s…sorry, sorry…’ he stammered and backed out with Wilf clutched in his arms, bowing and averting his eyes.

She sprang away from me, which was appropriate but I rather regretted it.

‘You should return to your room,’ I said.

‘Yes, of course,’ she whispered. ‘But help me, please? Find out why Boris died, then I can go.’

Help me, please. The ghost of those words haunted me.

‘Go now,’ I said, and shut the door behind her.

Dicks knocked on the door some fifteen minutes later, he must have seen her leave, I don’t know why he left it so long.

‘I um, I walked her back to her room, sir, and I fed Wilf, and he has been outside, and now I think he is ready for bed.’ Dicks fussed around. ‘I was going to turn your covers down, but I wasn’t sure if you’d want me to. I thought you were still downstairs…’

‘Dicks stop babbling,’ I told him. I’d gone to sit by the fire, Wilf fussing around my feet, my mind pouring over what I’d been told and what may, or may not be true. ‘There’s nothing unusual about a man being intimate with a woman.’

‘No, sir, but she might have murdered Mr Bullen and so you shouldn’t really be um…with her…like that, sir.’

‘You mean alone?’ I raised a quizzical brow at him.

‘I think you know what I mean, sir.’ He put on his solemn face, which I now recognise as the one he used when I did not quite meet his expectations.

‘Well I don’t need my bed turning back thank you.’

‘Should I help you undress?’

‘I’d prefer a lady to do that and you don’t quite meet the form,’ I replied.

‘Sir!’

I laughed, he harrumphed and set about tidying up although for the life of me I couldn’t see what was left to tidy. I shooed him out soon after and went to bed, my mind now filled with Kristin rather than the murder, and I slept fitfully as a result.

* * *

I woke late and went down to the breakfast room, sunshine pouring through the windows. The feeling of Kristin’s lips still lingered in my senses, and the scorch of fresh coffee couldn’t remove the soft, sweet trace. I decided I wasn’t hungry and not even the sight of Fox’s piled-high plate could distract me from thoughts of Kristin, and her body in my arms, or the longing I felt.

Her name hung in the air, too, the others were discussing her over the clatter of cutlery, plates and cups clicking onto saucers.

‘It’s frankly uncivilised to be sharing a house with a murderer,’ Rosemary loudly complained. ‘I’m so surprised she is still here.’ She looked sharply at Felix, daring him to say anything in the woman’s defence.

Hortensia spoke next. ‘We are still obliged to host her until commanded otherwise. Trays are being sent to her room, so nobody needs worry that there’s a chance of bumping into her in the corridor.’

‘With or without a knife,’ Miranda said lightly, then smiled to show it was merely a joke.

‘It’s all terribly troubling,’ Lady Eleanor said. ‘I do so wish the matter would be dealt with quickly. I frankly don’t understand why she must remain here. Wouldn’t she feel more comfortable elsewhere?’

I was inclined to ask where when a piercing scream reverberated through the house. It was from upstairs. I was first out of the door, Fox was on my heels.

There was something inevitable about the loud sobbing that followed, leading us straight to Kristin’s room.

There was a maid, the same one who had brought her tray up last evening, she was clutching at the dressing table to stay upright as she sobbed deep heaving sobs, her eyes fixed on the open bathroom door.

A few strides took us in. We both stopped, there was no reason to rush, we were far too late.

Kristin lay in the bath, clothed in a satin nightdress, one hand sunk beneath the surface. The water was blood red, her face drained to alabaster, her glazed eyes turned towards the green tiled wall, long hair clinging damply to her skin.

‘Oh, you poor girl,’ Fox said, speaking softly as he moved to her side. ‘What happened to you?’

The maid cried, ‘What did she do? What did she do?’

‘Go downstairs now and tell Sir Simon to come here,’ I told her.

She caught on a sob and put her hand over her mouth. ‘Yes, sir.’ she stumbled away, although only as far as the bedroom door where I could hear huddled voices already congregated in the corridor.

I turned back to Kristin. Fox was standing over her, his sleeve rolled up, trying to raise her left wrist from under the bloodied water.

‘Cut almost to the bone’, he said as he took a look and then allowed it to slip back down to her side again.

‘With this.’ I reached over to push aside the fabric of her lace nightdress to see the pearl handled knife caught in her furled fingers. They were ice cold, as was the water she was lying in. I gazed again at her face. She was so white, her features frozen, and perfect. She could have been a marble angel in a graveyard, her lips slightly parted, blonde hair framing her face…

‘Was she right handed?’ Fox asked me.

I didn’t reply.

‘Wolfe?’

‘What?’

‘I asked if–’

‘Yes, she was right handed,’ I replied, trying to focus on the details, quashing any emotions welling inside. ‘It’s the same type of knife that was used to kill Bullen. A steak knife taken from the dining room. Kristin had changed into her nightdress…what happened? Why?’

‘Inspector Fox, I must come in,’ Caxton called out. ‘I can’t…oh dear Lord.’ He was shaken, although death would hardly be a stranger to an old military man.

Naylor came in behind him. ‘She’s killed herself,’ he muttered.

‘No,’ Fox commanded. ‘This is a crime scene, it’s official police business. Only you Caxton, everybody else is to get out.’

‘Oh my God,’ Rosemary cried out from the doorway.

‘I’m not going to tell you again,’ Fox advanced on them, stalking past Caxton who stood in shocked confusion.

Naylor backed away, into the crowd. I could see Felix’s round eyed horror.

‘I will take everyone down to the drawing room.’ Hortensia took charge. ‘Simon?’ she called out to him.

‘Should I stay?’ He looked at me, hands out, imploring. ‘What should I do?’

‘Let him go,’ I said to Fox.

‘Fine, we will interview you later,’ Fox said to Caxton.

‘Should I call Hector? ‘Caxton asked me.

‘No,’ I replied. ‘I will do it,’ I called out to him from where I was still kneeling next to the bath, and Kristin’s body.

‘Simon.’ Hortensia came into the room to take him by the arm. She caught sight of the dead girl. ‘Oh poor soul, I hope we didn’t drive her to this.’ Her voice caught and cracked but she kept her back straight, and her jaw firmly clenched as she led her brother away, closing the door behind her.

Fox turned to me. ‘You should go too.’

‘No.’ My fingers drifted towards Kristin’s neck. ‘I need to check for a pulse–’

‘Wolfe, she’s dead and has been for hours.’ He looked at me. ‘You were too close to her, or Elsa, anyway. You need to clear your head.’

‘I need to work, Fox,’ I told him. That had always been my way – bury the hurt under a punishing schedule of work. The harder the work the better…the more dangerous the better, because sooner or later it would provide the ultimate release.

‘I shall do all the checking. Thank you,’ Fox said and moved closer to the body, edging me out of the way. ‘Take the knife, dry it off and dust for prints.’ He picked it up carefully and put it in my palm.

‘Now you’ve got your prints on it,’ I objected. ‘And mine.’

‘Wolfe just go and do something useful, will you,’ he ordered.

‘You have no idea what you’re doing,’ I retaliated.

‘I’m a quick learner, now go away.’

I took the knife, resting it in the palm of my hand, just as it had been in Kristin’s. She didn’t kill herself, that thought kept going round and round in my mind as I crossed her room, past the unmade bed. There was a lace doily on the dressing table, I let the knife roll from my palm onto it, trying not to touch it. Water ran from it to stain the white lace a faint pink.

Kristin had come to me for help…

‘Sir.’ Dicks had slipped into the room, he was wrestling to keep Wilf under one arm. ‘I heard a commotion when I was on my way back from walking Wilf, and Mr Hobbs said there’s been a terrible incident. Something’s happened with Miss Linden. Did she… Is she really dead, sir?’

‘Someone cut her wrist open,’ I said, my eyes still on the knife, waiting as the water dripped from it.

‘Sir, what can be happening in this house?’ Dicks eyes widened, shock registering, though I could see he was trying to retain self control. Wilf managed to wriggle from his grasp. The little dog wouldn’t go near the bathroom, but he darted around the room, sniffing everything. Then he stopped by the bed and grumbled in a low throated growl.

‘Heel,’ I commanded. ‘Wilf, come here.’

The dog began to whimper, then he staggered a little.

‘What’s wrong?’ I watched him.

His eyes closed and opened slowly.

‘I’ll get him, sir.’ Dicks said. He dashed to pick up the dog, bending as he did so. ‘Sir? There’s a smell down here. That’s what’s upsetting him.’ He lifted Wilf and held him under an arm. ‘Crikey, sir,’ Dicks said and bent right down, then stood up recoiling slightly. ‘I don’t like that smell at all. It smells like the stuff dentists use.’

I strode over to where he held the dog and pushed the fur back from Wilf’s eyes. He blinked sleepily. ‘Put him on the chair by the fire.’ I told Dicks, then I knelt by the rug. ‘I can smell it,’ I said, then pulled the corner of the rug aside to see the damp patch on its underside. ‘Chloroform.’ I straightened up and called out to Fox. ‘Come in here, we’ve found evidence that Kristin was murdered.’

‘Really?’ Fox stepped out of the bathroom, holding up a piece of paper covered in a slanted script. ‘Because this note says it was suicide.’


Chapter 16

Fox handed me the paper and knelt down to smell the rug. ‘Yes… it’s faint, but there’s no doubt it’s chloroform. I recognise it.’ He stood up. ‘Is there any way we can take a sample?’

‘No, it evaporates too quickly. The only reason a trace is still there is because the cold floor underneath the rug held up the evaporation process. Just lifting the corner of the rug will have already allowed it to dissipate.’

‘Could there be another reason for the chloroform, sir?’ Dicks had placed Wilf to curl up on the daisy patterned chair while I tried to read the contents of the ‘suicide note’ Fox had given me. ‘Do people use it like morphine to relax, or like sleeping powder?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘That’s not the effect of chloroform. It knocks a person out cold, and where would she get it?’

‘If she didn’t sleep well, then perhaps she carried it with her,’ Fox suggested.

‘There would be evidence that she did,’ I replied. ‘Dicks, Check the bed,’ I told him. ‘See if you can find anything.’

He came back and diligently began shifting the pillows, then pulled the sheets and blankets back.

‘I’ll take a look at the containers and bottles, shall I?’ Fox offered and moved over to the dressing table to pick up a small glass perfume bottle. ‘So, the murderer sneaked in here,’ Fox said as he pulled out the stopper to sniff the contents. ‘A bottle of chloroform and a pad at the ready. Fumbled with the bottle and spilled some of the stuff while pouring it onto the pad, then held it over her mouth and nose as she slept? Then carried her to the bath once she was unconscious… Did he run the bath then cut her wrist and leave her to bleed to death, or the other way around?’

‘Why do you say ‘he’?’ I went to stand with my back to the window, staring at the room, trying to imagine the events of the night. ‘He, she or whoever would have run the bath after cutting her wrist,’ I said. ‘They wouldn’t want the cold water to wake her.’

Fox had picked up a cold cream jar. ‘You think the water was cold?’

Dicks knew more about this. ‘It depends what time it was, sir. Usually the boilers would be turned off after the staff had finished for the night, so there wouldn’t be any hot water after ten o’clock. Not enough for a bath anyway.’

‘I saw her at ten,’ I said. ‘She came to my room.’

‘Did she?’ Fox glanced over at me. ‘Why?’

‘To ask me to help,’ I replied. ‘She wanted me to find out who killed Bullen so she could be released.’

‘Hm,’ Fox grumbled. ‘She should have come to see me about that.’

I didn’t bother to respond.

Dicks stepped back from the bed. ‘I’ve had a good search through the bedding, sir, but I don’t think there’s anything there. I can only smell perfume and soap.’

‘There’s nothing here either.’ Fox turned away from the dressing table and stopped to stroke the fake moustache. ‘They must have prepared the suicide note before killing her, they’d hardly risk sitting in here to do it.’

‘Exactly, it was all planned, and probably had been before she and Bullen arrived here,’ I said. ‘Where was the note left?’

‘It had slipped behind a bottle of bath salts,’ he replied. ‘I assume it had been left propped up there…There’s something I don’t understand, Wolfe.’

‘What?’

‘Just…the sequence…’ Fox began with a frown. ‘The killer had already arranged to be here, and planned it all out. He must have contacted Bullen some weeks ago, using the name Joubert and demanding gold. We know this because Hector told you Bullen had been withdrawing sovereigns from the bank. The question is – was part of that plan to kill Kristin and make it look like suicide and provide an obvious culprit? Because if it was, how did the killer know Bullen would bring Kristin?’

I tried to think. ‘The killer couldn’t have known for sure…perhaps he, or she, prepared for the possibility by bringing the chloroform and they had someone else in mind to blame it on, but decided on Kristin instead.’

‘Poor girl, she was used as a sacrificial lamb. It’s ruthless and bloody cruel,’ Fox swore. ‘Who the hell is doing this, Wolfe?’

‘I don’t know, but we will find out.’ My emotions were still reeling but my mind was beginning to focus on the facts. And on the culprit because a cold hard determination to exact justice was now setting in. I folded the suicide note and slid it into my inside pocket. ‘I’m going to call Hector. Search the rest of the room and I’ll meet you back in the incident room. Dicks, don’t forget the knife and don’t touch it.’

‘I’ll take a sniff of the bottles in the bathroom.’ Fox offered and went back in there. He was handling himself well, the body didn’t appear to upset him, he’d been matter of fact about it all. It was her murder that had riled him, as it should.

‘Sir, I don’t need to see the body do I?’ Dicks asked nervously.

‘No, but be thorough,’ I told him and walked out.

The house was quiet, nothing but ticking clocks and the distant murmur of voices behind closed doors. The tension was there though, tight and winding tighter, I could almost feel the hairs on the back of my neck rising. The hall was vacant, the Christmas tree drooping slightly in the corner, the fire crackling with bright yellow flames, snow sticking to the sash window framing the white blanketed grounds outside. Too cosy and comforting for murder; particularly the murder of a beautiful and innocent young woman who had her whole life ahead of her.

‘Wrist slit?’ Hector considered that. ‘They had to bring the chloroform, it’s not the type of thing to find lying around the house.’

‘Why not bring the knife, and then dispose of it?’

‘You’re not thinking clearly, Wolfe. The knife had to be left with the body, she could hardly use it then toss it away.’

He was right, I wasn’t thinking clearly. I needed to pull myself together.

‘Whom do you suspect?’ he continued.

‘Any of them. Not Lady Eleanor,’ I added. ‘She wouldn’t have the strength to lift Kristin. What do you know of Carlisle’s murder?’

‘As you’ve no doubt discovered, the inquiry was a convenient cover up, they blamed it on the girl, and him for permitting her entry.’

‘But they knew he was carrying English gold in exchange for a German formula, the game was deeper than him just buying a tart for the night.’ I had at least been giving that some thought. ‘And Elsa never sold herself, you know that. The exchange of the gold for the formula through Elsa had to have been set up in advance. It was all planned. Carlisle was based in England, but the exchange was set up to take place in France, or Elsa couldn’t have been involved.’

‘I’m pleased you have finally worked that out, Wolfe, and I want you to tell me who it was. And the extent of Joubert’s involvement.’

‘What do you know about Joubert?’ I asked him.

‘Very little,’ his answer was too quick, he was lying.

‘Fine.’ I let it go, for now. ‘Caxton said there were rumours that Carlisle was double dealing, that the story of using gold to buy the German formula was a ruse and Carlisle was going to keep it and take money from the Germans in exchange for ACE’s formula? The story doesn’t add up, but where did the rumour come from?’

‘It rose much later, after the war. Carlisle had only been considered a fool until then, but that accusation labelled him a traitor. The origins came from inside ACE, there was no actual proof, but the Germans had begun to manufacture Diphosgene in impressive quantities a few months after Carlilse’s meeting. The facts fitted.’

‘But if ACE hadn’t managed to perfect the formula for Diphosgene, how could he have sold it to the Germans?’ I asked the obvious question.

‘Perhaps they had perfected it, but only Carlisle possessed the correct formula, or the Germans used their own considerable expertise to make the remaining refinements the formula needed.’

‘So it could be true?’

‘Yes, but frankly I don’t believe it,’ Hector replied. ‘Though I’d like proof one way or the other.’

That didn’t surprise me. ‘If I can find any evidence after all this time,’ I replied then switched to practicalities. ‘Will you arrange to send an ambulance?’

‘Yes, and there was nothing to report from Bullen’s post mortem. He was stabbed in the heart, otherwise he was perfectly fit.’

‘Right,’ I said, and ended the call.

* * *

‘Clear the desk,’ I ordered as I walked into the incident room.

Fox ambled over from the sofa, his hands in pockets. Dicks quickly leapt into action, darting about the leather surface to place everything into a lidded wooden box he’d found from somewhere. Then he carried it to the top of the low bookcase and came back to clean the desk with a few brisk sweeps of a brush he kept in his top pocket.

‘There weren’t any prints on the knife sir,’ Dicks said.

‘Not even hers?’

‘Oh well, yes, hers were there, and yours, and Mr Fox’s, but no-one significant, sir. I have put it in an envelope I found, and labelled it. It’s in the box with all the rest now. The box has a lock, sir, so I can secure it. Is that the right thing to do, sir?’

My mind reeled back to Kristin in the bath, then Elsa in the snow. The images kept merging. ‘Yes, fine,’ I said without thinking. ‘Fox, you can deal with the ambulance when it arrives. Did you lock her door?’

He frowned at me. ‘Yes, I locked the door, and I will deal with the ambulance,’ he said carefully. ‘Are you holding up, Wolfe?’

‘What?’ I stared at him. ‘Yes, of course.’ Strange question, I thought, as I pulled the suicide note from my pocket and laid it on the green leather surface of the desk.

Fox joined me, leaning over to examine it. Sunlight flooded through the window, reflected off the snow outside – too bright, too cheerful, for such a dark tragedy.

‘The suicide note is in English,’ I said quietly.

‘Dicks and I found some examples of her writing in the room,’ Fox replied, then turned to the lad. ‘Fetch them over, will you?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Dicks rummaged in the evidence box and hurried back with a handful of papers. ‘Here you are, sir.’

Fox arranged them in a row beneath the suicide note. He pointed to the first – a sheet of lined white paper in a small, neat script. ‘This one’s in Swedish. I’ve no idea what it says, but it’s clearly a letter.’

He moved his finger to the second note. ‘This one’s in English – written not long after they arrived here, I think.’ He read aloud: ‘Boris, I do not like this. You did not say there would be these people here? I want to leave as soon as you finish with the Swiss.’

Then he gestured to the third – a sheet of expensive paper embossed with “Caxton Manor” at the top. ‘This was written on house stationery. I’ve seen the same in several rooms, and it’s the same paper that everyone wrote their statements on, so it doesn’t tell us much.’

I leaned in. ‘Is it a poem? There are lines crossed out – corrections everywhere.’

‘Aren’t poems supposed to rhyme, sirs?’ said Dicks, peering in from the far side of the satinwood desk.

‘It’s not a poem,’ I said slowly. ‘It’s a carol – or rather a translation of one. It must be the one she sang last night.’

Fox bent closer. ‘Ah, yes, look here – she’s describing the Swedish winter. She must have been writing it for Hortensia.’

‘It’s not finished,’ Dicks pointed out. ‘This line breaks off halfway.’

‘Yes,’ I nodded. ‘Where’s that torn scrap from Bullen’s wallet?’

‘I’ll get it, sir.’ Dicks returned to the bookcase and the evidence box. He returned with a brown envelope, neatly labelled. ‘I didn’t seal it,’ he added.

‘I should hope not.’ I took out my silver torch and unscrewed the base, removing the tweezers fitted inside. Carefully, I extracted the paper fragment and laid it beside the note. I peered through my magnifying glass.

‘Where exactly did you find this?’ I asked, nodding to the second English note – the one addressed to Bullen.

‘Tucked in a notepad in her handbag,’ Fox said. He produced the notepad from his pocket, a pretty cover in turquoise and gold. ‘Liberty print. She said she worked there, it’s in Great Marlborough Street.’

‘Good work.’ I compared the papers. ‘This fragment matches the note to Bullen – same colour, same texture, same grain.’ I returned it carefully to its envelope, then took up Kristin’s note again. Holding it under the torch beam, I examined both sides. ‘There’s an imprint. We’ll need a light box.’

‘A what, sir?’ asked Dicks.

‘Find a spare pane of glass and four corks.’

‘Um – yes, sir.’ He hesitated, then hurried off.

‘And ask the kitchen for coffee,’ Fox called after him. ‘And something edible. I didn’t get to finish breakfast.’

Wilf had been wrapped in a blanket and placed by the fire. As Dicks left, he raised his head and flicked one ear. He didn’t appear to have suffered from the chloroform, he was just drowsy.

I turned my attention to the suicide note. It too was written on Caxton Manor paper. Holding it to the light, I inspected it carefully – first by eye, then with the magnifying glass, and finally under the torch.

‘Too thick to see through,’ I murmured. ‘And if Wilf hadn’t reacted to the chloroform on the rug, we might not have questioned it at all.’ I laid the note back on the desk. ‘It’s a good fake. Almost convincing.’ I put it down on the desk top again.

‘I thought the wording was somewhat ridiculous though,’ Fox said. ‘Far too dramatic.’ He began to read out. ‘Bullen deserved his end. I am not sorry for him, but I am sörry for me. I killed him, and now, I am trapped. I will go to jail, that man will make sure I do and then I hang. I die now at my own hand, it is nö other way for me. KL.’ He spoke angrily. ‘I assume they meant me when they wrote that man.’

‘She had always called Bullen by his name, Boris, and there’s no explanation why she killed him,’ I added, then indicated some of the lettering. ‘There are errors. Look how the ö is written in ‘sörry’, and again in ‘nö’. There are two dots over them, but ö with the dots would be ‘i’ in english. She wouldn’t have made that mistake. It seems to have been added randomly.’

‘How do you know?’ Fox asked, peering more closely at them.

‘Elsa was Swedish, she wrote notes to me,’ I said.

‘Ah, and she hasn’t used the ö with the dots on the other notes in English,’ he muttered. ‘Of course. So we have an expert forger in our midst who was ignorant of the details?’

‘Expertise is not required. It was simply traced.’ I turned the page over to run a finger over the letters. ‘Unfortunately you can’t feel the indentations where the forger has pushed down to copy the letters because the paper is too thick.’ I gave it to him.

‘You’ve had quite a lot of experience at this haven’t you, old chap.’

‘Enough,’ I said.

Dicks arrived carrying a pane of glass. ‘They had one in the kitchen, sir. It was under the sink. Nobody knew why, and Agnes is going to bring the tray up. I thought you might like to talk to her.’

‘Yes, I do,’ Fox declared.

I gave him a quizzical look.

‘We both do,’ he corrected himself, then gave his lopsided grin.

Dicks held out the pane of glass and corks. ‘How are you going to make a light box, sir?’

I propped the pane up with a cork in each corner then placed the paper Kristin had used to write the note to Bullen on top of the glass. ‘Bullen used Kristin’s pad to write the instructions down and was heavy handed enough to leave an impression on the next one below it.’ I shone my torch underneath the pane and used my hand over the top to create a sharp shadow. ‘Joubert 5.30pm. Clearing near the house, follow the footprints. Leave the money.’

‘Are you sure it’s Bullen’s writing?’ Fox asked.

‘We can soon establish that.’ I turned to Dicks. ‘There are papers belonging to Bullen in his bedroom. Go and find one and bring it here, would you?’

‘Yes, sir.’ He went to do so and returned quickly. ‘I must say, this is quite intriguing sir. Though I’m dreadfully sorry for poor Miss Linden.’

He handed me one of the papers I’d seen before, we checked the writing, it was the same. I tucked it into the pretty turquoise and gold notepad and handed it to Dicks. ‘Find an envelope for this and the other items,’ I told him.

‘Yes, sir.’ He went back to the evidence box, dug out an envelope and carefully labelled everything. I had to admit, he was actually becoming quite useful.

‘Two pieces of evidence,’ I remarked. ‘One created for us, the other was made by accident.’

‘What about–,’ Fox began, then was interrupted by a hesitant tap at the door.

Dicks quickly put everything away before Fox went to open it.

‘Ah, now that is very welcome.’ He grinned at the maid carrying a laden tray, then he noticed her red eyes. ‘Let me help you.’ He took the tray from her and brought it to where I was sitting at the desk, and put it down on one corner. ‘And I must add that we are very sorry for the appalling experience you had this morning.’

‘Yes, sir,’ she sniffed. ‘And there’s an ambulance outside, Miss Hortensia said you might want to go and see that she’s properly carried away, sir.’

‘Oh, damn. I mean, right, I’ll leave you with Mr Wolfe. He’s helping out.’ He took another look at the tray with the steaming coffee pot, cups and the rest, including a lidded hot platter and a side plate of shortbread. ‘I’ll be quick as I can,’ he said and strode out.


Chapter 17

‘Agnes, isn’t it?’ I asked the girl.

She nodded. Her uniform was a little crumpled, some of her dark hair had escaped the cap. Her red eyes and sad expression did little to improve her plain looks.

Dicks had moved to the tray and poured a cup of coffee for me and added cream. He’d been quick to learn how I liked it.

‘You look like you need a cup,’ I asked. ‘Please sit down.’ I indicated the chair across the desk from me.

‘Oh no, sir, I can’t, sir. It’s not allowed. And coffee doesn’t agree with me, sir.’

‘Please sit,’ I said sternly, which caused her to drop down abruptly. I moderated my tone. ‘I trust the staff are seeing to your comfort after the shock of this morning.’

‘Yes, sir, this is a good household to work for. Only…well, I’ve not been here very long, and one murder was bad enough, but two is just dreadful. Who knows who might be next?’

‘You saw the same as I did this morning. Miss Linden’s death looked like a suicide. What makes you think it was murder?’

The young maid focused her brown eyes on mine. ‘Well, sir, you wouldn’t be interviewing me about a suicide, would you?’

She may be plain, but she wasn’t stupid, though I didn’t want to add to the many rumours that must already be running around. ‘I would, actually. The dead deserve a hearing. What’s your full name?’

‘Agnes, sir, Agnes Smith.’

‘Well, Agnes, the inspector just wanted me to check a couple of details to ascertain Miss Linden’s time of death. That’s all.’

‘Is it, sir?’

‘We want to understand the sequence of events. Though, if you’ve any suspicions about Miss Linden’s death, I’d be happy to pass them along to the inspector.’

‘It’s not for a maid to have suspicions, sir.’

I could see from her expression that she had at least a few. ‘Might I ask what time you went into the room this morning?’

‘I didn’t notice exactly, but I was going to ask Miss Linden if she wanted breakfast, since she couldn’t come down for it. Now, Miss Linden didn’t like an early start, so she’d had nobody in with a tea tray or to stoke her fire. As I heard it, she liked the cold in the mornings. These foreigners can be funny like that. And I suppose it must have been just a bit after eight when I knocked on her door.’

‘Was her door locked?’

‘No, I wouldn’t be able to get in with her breakfast if it were, sir. Why would she lock her door?’

I looked at her. ‘She might have been frightened.’

‘Well, maybe she should have locked it then.’

‘Yes,’ I said, and changed tack as that line was going nowhere. ‘Did you notice any smell in the air when you went in?’

Agnes gave another sharp look of suspicion, but she shook her head. ‘No, nothing out of the ordinary.’

‘And did you hear anything?’

‘Well, that’s a thing, sir. I didn’t hear a single thing. That’s what made me curious. Miss Linden’s bathroom door was shut, and when I called out to her, she didn’t make a sound. I thought about leaving–’

‘Because it’s not a maid’s place to have suspicions,’ I cut in.

Agnes blushed. ‘Something just didn’t feel right, sir, so I knocked on the bathroom door and nothing was said. Then I tried the handle, it wasn’t locked either, so I went in…and… well, you saw what I did, sir. A sight I won’t ever forget.’

‘I’m sorry you had to witness that Agnes.’ I meant it. Nobody should have to see a thing like that.

‘Thank you, sir.’ She folded her hands in her lap. ‘Is there anything else I can help you with, sir?’

I was about to dismiss her, but caught the woman’s sharp gaze again. ‘Yes. Let me know if you notice anything unusual.’

I expected her to protest, or at least ask what sort of thing, but she merely nodded. ‘I’ll share what I find with your man, Dicks, sir.’ She turned to where he was hovering in correct and upright manner with his hands behind his back. ‘May I have a word in your ear, Mr Dicks, if I find out anything helpful?’

His cheeks flushed a little. ‘You may, Miss Agnes,’ he replied formally. ‘I can show you to the door, if you like?’ he offered.

‘I can find it myself, it’s only over there,’ she replied.

He grinned, and went over to open it for her. ‘At your service, Miss,’ he said.

‘Thank you, Mr Dicks,’ she replied formally, but gave him a nice smile anyway.

I was always amazed by how little time it took for a semblance of normality to return after even the most awful event.

I lifted the lid of the hot platter.

Dicks rushed over. ‘I could serve the food, sir.’ He picked up a plate.

‘I’ll help myself, thank you,’ I said and reached for a soft buttered roll stuffed with crispy bacon and slices of sausage. Wilf decided he felt well enough to totter over to join in and I reached to pick him up and put him on my lap.

‘More coffee, sir?’ Dicks asked.

I nodded. ‘Would you like a roll?’

‘I couldn’t possibly, sir.’

‘Will you stop being so damned self effacing, Dicks,’ I told him and reached to grab a roll and put it on the empty plate he was holding. ‘Sit down and eat. That’s an order.’

‘Yes, sir.’ He perched on the edge of the chair Agnes had just vacated and gingerly bit into the bread.

I ate a couple more rolls, sharing small pieces of sausage with Wilf, my mind going over the morning, and why Kristin had to die.

‘That was a sorry episode.’ Fox came in. ‘Even the ambulance men were shocked and they must have enough experience of tragedy.’ He strode over to the desk. ‘There’s only two left.’ He eyed the rolls then picked one up to bite into it.

Dicks instantly jumped up. ‘Would you like some coffee, Mr Fox.’

‘Yes please,’ he said and sat down.

I finished my coffee. ‘I’m going to speak to Naylor,’ I said and walked out.

* * *

I had no idea where the man was so I dispatched Hobbs to find out and then went to the library. The fire blazed cheerfully, the place was mercifully unoccupied. I settled into Caxton’s customary club chair to wait, taking some comfort from the peace and tranquility only a book lined room can offer.

‘What do you want?’ Naylor walked in a few minutes later. He was as well dressed as ever, despite the trauma of the morning. The same blue silk cravat the colour of his eyes under a crisp white shirt, and a tailored dove grey suit in fine merino and wool.

‘Are you from money?’ I asked him.

He sat down and crossed his legs. ‘Yes.’

‘Yet you chose to work in industry.’

‘I’m not given to idling,’ he said, leaning his head against the cushion of the high-backed chair. His silver streaked hair didn’t shift a fraction out of place.

‘I assume you are somehow qualified to work in the chemical industry?’

‘Cambridge. Who are you Wolfe, you’re not here by chance?’

I ignored the question. ‘Did you attend Cambridge with Caxton and Talbot?’

‘No they’re older than me, which should be obvious.’

I ignored that too. ‘Did Bullen kill Carlilse?’

That wiped the complacency off his face. ‘Why the hell do you ask that? The woman killed him, there was an inquiry.’

‘And was it you or Bullen who smeared Carlisle with the false rumours of treachery?’

‘I’m not going to sit here–’ he made to rise.

‘Sit down,’ I growled. ‘This is a formal enquiry by the Home Office. You will answer any question I ask you.’

‘What are you, a spy?’

‘No, what the hell would I be spying on here? Who is Joubert?’

That hit the target. He froze for a split second. ‘I…what has Caxton told you?’

‘I want to know what you know,’ I said. ‘Tell me.’

He let out a breath, his self important poise deflating slightly. ‘It was a code word. I never learned his real name. Carlisle had dealt with him before the war, just business, it was normal. Joubert, whoever he was, worked for BASF in Ludwigshafen. Carlisle maintained contact with him after Germany commenced hostilities.’

‘Did they exchange formulas, anything that could compromise the war effort?’

‘Not as far as I know. He was very cagey about it, but before the meeting at Montreuil-sur-Mer he said he was going to receive an important communiqué. He warned us we may need to change some of our manufacturing processes to incorporate the new formula, it was to be the final element in the diphosgene we’d been working on.’

‘So ACE hadn’t perfected it?’ I asked.

‘Not quite, but we were close,’ he shrugged. ‘It’s a complicated business to formulate a stable compound, particularly when we were under so much pressure.’

‘And the man who was going to supply this was codenamed Joubert?’

‘Yes, I just said so.’

‘How did Carlisle set the meeting up?’

‘By post, through Switzerland. And he said he needed gold, foreigners wouldn’t accept sterling. Joubert replied that he would use a go-between, the woman, Elsa Svenson. Who I presume is the woman now lying in the morgue.’

‘You saw Elsa?’

‘Yes, I was in the room on the night of the exchange. Carlisle had it all arranged, someone in the top brass had given authorisation, but we all had to behave as though we knew nothing.’

‘Who was the ‘top brass’ who knew about it?’

‘I don’t know,’ he shrugged. ‘Nor did I want to. I wanted as little involvement as possible.’ He was quick to distance himself, I noticed.

‘You were a senior director at ACE, you were negotiating with the army to provide a product which ACE had not yet perfected,’ I stated. ‘That could be viewed as fraudulent.’

‘Really, there is no need for such drama,’ Naylor retained his composure. ‘We were very close to finalising it, and we were prepared for production. It was just a matter of time. Carlisle decided to shortcut the process by buying in Joubert’s formula. There were lives at stake, for heaven’s sake. It was a pragmatic decision.’

‘And it helped your profits.’

‘We can’t employ men, and invest in manufacturing unless we have the money to do it,’ he snapped back. ‘And Carlisle rightly stated that the formula we received from Joubert would expose what the Germans had discovered. That’s why his top brass connection was willing to help.’

‘So you knew about Carlisle’s plan. Who else did?’

‘Alfred Moreton. He and I had to give authority to allow company funds to be released to Carlisle.’

Now that was the information I had wanted. ‘And Bullen?’

‘He was in on it,’ Naylor nodded. ‘He’d become close to Carlisle even then.’

‘Who was in Carlisle’s room when Elsa arrived?’

‘I was, and then Caxton barged in like an idiot. I was pouring drinks from a sideboard behind the door. Caxton didn’t see me, but he saw her. Carlisle told him to leave. Bullen arrived a few minutes later.’

‘What happened then?’

‘She handed Carlisle a piece of paper, he read it, then he handed it to Bullen. Bullen said it looked authentic and gave it to me. It was a complex chemical formula with notes written in German. I can’t speak the language, but I’m used to interpreting formula and I recognised it was close to what we’d discovered ourselves, with only a few differences. I assumed it would work, but without thorough testing it wasn’t possible to tell. Carlisle took the paper and put it in his briefcase, saying he was satisfied, then he counted out the bags of gold sovereigns in front of us and the woman–’

‘How many?’ I cut in.

‘One thousand in bags of one hundred each, and then he dismissed us both.’

‘Why?’

He tilted his head, a curl of distaste on his lips. ‘Carlisle had always had a roving eye and Elsa Svenson was a very attractive piece. I suppose he thought she could be persuaded to bed.’

I glanced at the windows, the bright sunshine giving way to pale grey clouds. ‘You went back to your room?’

‘Yes, it was almost three o’clock in the morning. I was tired, where would you expect me to go?’ His confidence was returning, I could hear it in his voice.

‘Did Bullen leave at the same time as you?’

‘No…I had assumed he was behind me, but when I reached my room, I realised he wasn’t anywhere to be seen.’

Interesting. Naylor was the only one from that event who was still alive now, there was no one left to refute his version of events. ‘You took over as chairman after Carlisle’s death, what did you find?’

‘Chaos of course. Carlisle had been chairman for years, the whole organisation revolved around him. And the army was very angry about what happened in France. I had to steady the ship, get everyone to settle down, pour oil on the waters and focus on production.’

‘What about Joubert’s formula, did that work?’

‘No,’ he frowned, anger flashing in his eyes. ‘Once it was tested, we discovered it was incomplete. To make things worse we quickly learned that the Germans actually had developed a workable molecule and they started using it the following Spring. It took us until late summer to unravel their formula through captured artillery shells. That was the means of delivery, which I’m sure you will recollect if you served. It meant an end to the clouds of gas.’

‘I served and I have not forgotten anything. I’m surprised the army didn’t shut you down altogether for your failures.’

‘You have obviously never worked in Industry, Mr Wolfe,’ he said arrogantly. ‘ACE employs thousands of people, has millions invested in factories and machinery. We produce hundreds of different products, and at the time, we were the only British manufacturer producing chemical weapons. The army could not possibly have ‘shut us down’.’

‘They could have sacked you for dishonesty.’

‘Humphrey Carlisle was dishonest, I was the one they trusted,’ he spoke firmly, with complete confidence.

I switched back to the topic. ‘Did you hear any more of Joubert, or find any correspondence from him in Carlisle’s files?’

‘There was nothing to find. Once Carlisle’s murder had been discovered, Bullen had called Carlisle’s office from France and told our head of security to lock all sensitive files away. He said the murder was a breach of security. I dressed him down when I returned to England and had all the files placed under my control.’

‘And Bullen? What did he do?’

‘Continued to build influence in the company. It was insidious, he would get people on side, bully them, blackmail them, he even befriended some of them. When the war was over and the government was taking less of an interest in us, he called a special Board meeting and they voted me out and him in.’

‘Including Lady Eleanor’s husband? Sir Arthur Moreton?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why did he vote for Bullen?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Yes you do. Was it related to the rumour that Carlisle had betrayed the country by selling your formula to Joubert, or the Germans?’

‘It wasn’t true.’

‘What wasn’t true?’

He looked away. ‘The rumour. Bullen started it, and threatened to include Moreton and me in it.’

‘And Bullen had found papers among Carlisle’s files proving you and Moreton had authorised the release of the gold to Carlisle. Meaning you were both implicated in the purchase of stolen formula – and the deceit ACE presented to the army.’

‘It wasn’t a deceit,’ he raised his voice, his hand clenching. ‘We were close to perfecting it – it was Carlisle’s decision to take a shortcut by paying for it. I told you that.’

‘And yet you just admitted that the Germans started to use diphosgene a few months after your meeting, and ACE had to analyse the substance from captured artillery shells.’

‘Yes, but…look, this is far more complex than you make it sound, Wolfe. It isn’t just formulating a liquid gas, it’s about how stable it is, how safely it can be handled, what temperature it can be stored at, how much goes into the shells. These were all factors we had to develop, and test. They beat us to it, that’s all.’

‘As you say,’ I drawled in disbelief, then continued. ‘Carlisle received a plaque for his help in the war effort, did you?’

‘No, he died, I didn’t. What are you implying?’

‘That he wasn’t the traitor he was rumoured to be.’

‘Correct, he wasn’t.’

‘Let me get this straight. Bullen took your place as chairman, blackmailed you and Moreton into letting him take over the chairmanship, and blackened Carlisle’s name even further as a warning to any wanting to oppose him.’

He glared at me, and didn’t reply.

‘Who else here has worked for Bullen?’

‘I’ve had enough,’ he said, making to rise from his chair.

‘Answer the question.’ I demanded.

‘My wife. Miranda,’ he snapped. ‘It was after Bullen took over from me. I didn’t know her then.’

‘How did you meet her?’

He slumped back in his chair. ‘Bullen had to keep me on as a consultant, I knew far more about running the company than he did. I made him pay heavily for my services. I met Miranda when I went into his office one day,’ his voice dropped at the admission.

I nodded. Things were becoming clearer. ‘Why did Bullen wait so long to oust you?’

‘The army was our principal contractor and made it explicitly clear that they had no desire to see a repeat of Carlisle’s tactics. I told you, they trusted me, I was seen as a steady pair of hands.’

‘Bullen arrived here with Kristin Linden – what did you think when he did that?’

He glanced at me. ‘I thought he had come to punish someone for whatever happened back in Montreuil-sur-Mer, or blackmail them. Why else would he bring the woman?’

He was wrong about that, Bullens’ note proved he was the one being blackmailed.

‘She wasn’t Elsa.’

He looked at me, then nodded. ‘I think you may be right. She was too nervous. I met Elsa only once but I’d have said she was fearless. There was a look in her eyes…I thought Carlisle was playing with fire. When they said she’d killed him, I believed them. I’d like to leave now.’ He stood up.

‘Fine,’ I said, and watched as he stalked out, head held high. I remained in quiet contemplation for a few moments then got up and made my way back to the incident room.


Chapter 18

Fox was still there. Dicks was fussing about, Wilf had fallen asleep again but woke when he heard me and yawned and stretched then came over to greet me. I picked him up and went to settle on the sofa across from Fox.

‘Dicks take notes. Fox, just listen’

They didn’t argue, Dicks sat down with his notebook and pen at the ready, Fox leaned back on the cushions, eyes half closed. I related what Naylor told me, and then repeated it because Dicks was finding it difficult to credit.

‘You mean, that really happened, sir?’ Dicks was astounded. ‘But…it’s criminal, and treacherous…I mean buying a secret formula from the enemy. And then Lord Carlisle getting murdered, and no one knows who did it! And he was called a traitor and it wasn’t true, then Lord Naylor was threatened…and so was Lady Eleanor’s husband…it’s wicked, sir.’

‘Yes, thank you Dicks, this is what the real world is actually like, I’m afraid,’ I replied.

‘It was worse in the war,’ Fox said.

‘It was in the war,’ I replied dryly. ‘How does this affect our case?’

‘Ah, well. Motive,’ Fox said and stroked his false moustache. ‘It does rather complicate things.’

‘Everybody, except Mr Felix and Miss Rosemary, have a motive, don’t they, sir,’ Dicks said.

‘We haven’t interviewed them yet, so we can’t be sure of that,’ I replied.

‘I don’t think Talbot was truly involved in any of the shenanigans in France,’ Fox said. ‘So we might be able to scratch him out of the suspects list.’

‘That’s a good point, sir,’ Dicks said and made a note in his book.

‘But we don’t know the identity of this ‘top brass’ man Carlisle was allied with,’ I said. ‘It could have been Caxton or Talbot.’

‘Or neither,’ Fox countered.

‘Or both,’ I said.

‘And poor Lady Carlisle,’ Dicks was still trying to absorb the full implications. ‘She feels betrayed and ashamed of her husband, and he’s had his name dragged through the mud. Shouldn’t someone tell her it was a nasty lie?’

‘Not until we know the truth,’ I replied.

‘Why was Bullen lured here now?’ Fox said. ‘That’s the crux of it.’

‘And with Kristin,’ I replied, although it was more to myself than in answer. ‘What was she doing in London?’

‘She came here after she went looking for Elsa,’ Dicks reminded me.

‘I don’t believe in coincidences,’ I replied. ‘Make a list of the questions, Dicks.’

‘Yes, sir.’ He turned a page. ‘What are they?’

‘Who was the ‘top brass’ man who collaborated with Carlisle to let Elsa into the chateau,’ I replied.

‘And who is Joubert,’ Fox added.

‘Yes, sir,’ Dicks noted it down. ‘And who murdered Lord Carlisle?’

‘Precisely,’ I replied.

‘And how is it all connected to Bullen’s murder?’ Fox said. ‘And why now?’

A knock at the door interrupted us. Rosemary put her head round the door.

‘May I come in?’ she asked in a subdued voice.

‘Yes, please do,’ Fox went to her, and pulled the door fully open.

‘I wanted to say how sorry I was.’ She looked as though she’d been crying. ‘I feel such a beast. Felix is dreadfully upset and I’ve been so mean about Kristin. I never dreamt anything like this would happen.’

‘I doubt any of us did,’ Fox said as she walked into the room.

‘But it’s so awful. Did she truly kill herself?’ Rosemary asked.

‘We don’t know,’ Fox replied.

I remained silent, watching her.

‘I…perhaps I was too harsh,’ she said. ‘Felix thinks I was and…and well, we had an argument. I was jealous. I’m so sorry for it now. If I thought it would end like this I’d never have said anything. I hope I wasn’t part of her terrible decision to do what she did.’

‘There was more to it than what you said to her,’ I said. ‘Did you or Felix know Bullen?’

She turned her gaze to me. ‘No, why on earth would we?’

‘Felix must know the people here quite well here. They’re obviously frequent visitors and Felix said this is his home,’ I said.

‘Well, yes, but they’re all so much older than him,’ she replied, and pushed a long chestnut curl behind her ear.

‘What does Felix do for a living?’ Fox asked, amiable and unhurried.

‘He invests in stocks and shares.’ She looked puzzled. ‘It’s what people do, isn’t it? Make money work so you don’t have to. It’s the new way, and Felix is very good at it. You should talk to him about it.’

‘We will,’ I promised her. ‘I understand he holds shares in ACE?’

‘Yes, Sir Simon advised him to do so, but now we’re worried Bullen’s death might affect the price.’

‘Are you really,’ I drawled. She didn’t know how to answer that.

‘Do you work?’ Felix asked her.

‘No,’ her voice wavered, she sounded uncertain under the questioning. ‘My parents left me quite a bit. I gave it to Felix, he manages it for me.’

‘Where do you live?’ I asked.

‘London, of course.’ She began to back towards the door. ‘Anyway. I’m sorry about her. Kristin,’ she said and left, closing the door on herself.

None of us spoke for a moment.

‘Do you think that’s true, sir?’ Dicks asked. ‘That buying stocks and shares and stuff makes more money than doing real work?’

‘Only for a very few,’ Fox said. ‘Most of those people make their profits from other people’s losses. It takes a cold and calculating mind to succeed in that particular shark pool.’

‘I don’t think Mr Felix is like that, sir,’ Dicks said. ‘Only yesterday I saw him washing his own socks, that shows he’s properly down to earth.’

‘In that case he should find real work because his career in investing won’t last long,’ Fox replied.

I glanced at him, he sounded bitter. ‘Some may have the knack,’ I said. ‘If nobody invests in shares, companies can’t grow.’

Dicks looked from one to the other of us, then sighed. ‘Well, I’ll never find out, sirs. Because I don’t have any money.’

‘Neither do I,’ Fox said. ‘And if nothing else it simplifies life.’

I didn’t say anything. I had more money than I could possibly spend, and it meant nothing at all to me.

‘Come on, Dicks, we’ll write a list of suspects,’ Fox said. ‘And their movements as far as we can discern them.’

‘And consider the people here who hold shares in ACE, because Rosemary had a point, Bullen’s death might push the price of their investments down.’

‘Right,’ Fox said.

‘Although should Naylor return as chairman, the price might actually rise,’ I countered. ‘I’m going to talk to Lady Miranda.’

‘Wolfe, don’t you think I should do that,’ Fox said, objected.

‘No,’ I said and picked up my dog and walked out.

Actually I was in need of some fresh air and quiet reflection, and thought to head for the door first for a walk in the grounds.

Wilf bounded through the snow and ran circles around me. I walked towards the glade where we’d found Bullen’s body. Fresh snow had covered the trampled and churned area where’d he’d met his end. I paused to watch a crow flying overhead, a patch of blue sky between the grey white clouds allowing brief rays of sunshine to bounce off the snow and throw long shadows under the trees. Wilf had run on, following a track made by the delicate hooves of fallow deer. I ambled after him, into a wooded stretch of land, every sound soft and muffled and quietly tranquil.

My thoughts strayed to wartime Christmases. The only one that I remembered well was the one I spent with Elsa in 1915. We’d fallen in love, deeply and passionately and had barely noticed the passing of the days as we explored each other’s bodies, and each other’s minds, amid laughter and love making. I’d stolen a half dozen bottles of wine from a bombed out house – the occupants had fled, leaving behind a sizeable stock of good burgundy. Elsa was so alive, full of excitement at the new life of adventure she’d found, and the freedom it gave her. She’d shown me the coins, there may have been fifteen, twenty at most, but I’d been thinking about those. I’d been more interested in romance than gold, but now I trawled my mind – what type of coins were they? I shook my head, I really couldn’t recall. Her talk was all of buying guns and the resistance. It wasn’t her war, but she relished it. I teased her, trying to understand why she had chosen to become involved. ‘Because it is me,’ she’d said laughing. ‘This is what I can do, I change my life with this, and make everything all better. I have a future now.’

At the time I thought that we might have a future together, but that changed, as did she. The killing hardened her, and me…

A blackbird sang from the top of an overgrown holly tree, I glanced over to where it perched on a twig above the deep green leaves and red berries, frosted with pure white snow.

I walked on, hands deep in the pockets of my greatcoat. I still longed for Elsa, for the heady days of that Christmas, for the love we had. It was the first time since I’d lost my family that I hadn’t felt alone…Wilf started barking, I called him. It took a few more shouts to make him listen but eventually he came haring back. I picked him up, put him under my arm and retraced my steps to Caxton Manor.

‘May I take your coat, sir?’ Hobbs was in the hall. The house was still deathly quiet and the old butler was subdued and morose. I put Wilf down to strip off my coat and hand it over. Wilf promptly ran over to the Christmas tree, grabbed another painted wooden santa from its lower branches and ran off with it up the stairs.

Hobbs and I looked at each other. I gave a faint shrug. He pursed his lips, then allowed a little grin. ‘A dog is a joy, sir, and we are in need of such.’

‘Indeed,’ I agreed, and then set off to corner Miranda.

I didn’t get very far. Lady Eleanor was walking along the upper landing. ‘Oh, Mr Wolfe, we are holding a service. Do please come.’

I stopped. ‘A service?’

‘For poor Miss Linden,’ she explained. ‘Just a few words in the drawing room. We had a light lunch, we understood you and the Inspector were taking it in your room,’ she paused and lowered her voice. ‘His room, I mean, Bullen’s. And now we are gathering in the drawing room. Do please come. It has been such a sad day.’ She gazed up at me, her eyes smudged with kohl and her hands clasping a paisley shawl she’d slipped over her dress.

‘Very well,’ I agreed.

She gave a tremulous smile and freed a hand to slip it through my other arm. ‘Should we ask the Inspector?’

‘No.’

‘Such handsome men, both of you. I am reminded of my dear Alfred when I look at the Inspector with his fine moustache.’

‘Really?’ I gave her a sideways glance. ‘May I ask what happened to Sir Alfred?’ We walked towards the drawing room.

‘He dwindled,’ she replied. ‘He was a true scientist, you know. Fascinated by his chemical formulas and the enormous benefits modern science could bring to the world. But working for ACE wasn’t what he expected. It was all about money, and then there was the war... It caused him great sorrow. But when George Naylor took over he was allowed to spend more time on research, although it was secondary to making a profit – they never let him forget that. He was a nice man. He was terribly upset when George Naylor was forced out. He wouldn’t talk about it, he always said that he wanted to protect me from the rigours of reality.’ She smiled. ‘Such a gentleman. A few months after Boris Bullen took over, Alfred had a stroke. He never recovered, and a year later he passed away. I nursed him all that time, but I couldn’t save him.’ Her smile faltered and died. ‘I think Bullen bullied him into an early grave, he tried to tell me after he had the stroke, but he couldn’t, poor soul. France, the girl. That’s all I could understand. I’m not sorry Bullen is dead, but it is most peculiar that it should happen here.’

‘And what about Kristin Linden?’

‘Another victim to be laid at Bullen’s door.’

‘Do you think she may have been murdered?’ We had paused outside the drawing room door.

‘Oh no, I am sure we are all agreed. She took her own life. Tragic of course, but that’s what happens when one becomes enmeshed in evil. Shall we go in?’ She looked up at me.

I suddenly had a vision of them all gathered around the fire, discussing means and methods of murdering Bullen for his many sins. And when he arrived with Kristin – whom Caxton firmly believed was Elsa, they all agreed she would serve as the perfect scapegoat. I gazed down at the kindly face of Lady Eleanor and shook it from my mind, although I knew the thought would linger.

‘Ah, there you are,’ Hortensia declared as I escorted Lady Eleanor to where they were standing together in front of the fire. ‘And Mr Wolfe, how unexpected. Although I am most pleased you have come to join our prayers.’

Lady Eleanor went to stand next to Talbot, I remained at the rear. Hortensia led the prayers. It was rather strange, and tense, and despite the sincere and pious words, it still felt like an exorcism of the murders in their midst. I joined them in the Lord’s prayer, and the final Amen. Then I waited while they moved to their customary places on sofas and chairs before approaching Hortensia to excuse myself.

‘I do hope you are able to draw a line under your investigation now, Mr Wolfe,’ she said meaningfully.

‘Oh so the genie is finally out of the bag, is it?’ Talbot said. ‘Of course he is here to investigate us. It was quite obvious.’

‘Not investigate us,’ Lady Miranda corrected. ‘Investigate the murders.’

‘You may think that, dear lady,’ he replied.

‘Lady Miranda, I’d like to interview you,’ I said with a polite smile.

She looked towards her husband. ‘George?’

‘You had better keep your good manners about you, Wolfe,’ Naylor warned me, his brows drawing together.

‘As always,’ I assured him. ‘Please come with me, Lady Miranda.’ I walked to the door and opened it, then waited.

She straightened her back and walked out ahead of me, her chin held firmly high. ‘Where are we going?’

‘The incident room.’

‘Where is that?’ she asked, her eyes glittering with a challenge.

‘Boris Bullen’s suite,’ I said and led the way.


Chapter 19

It was empty, I’d expected Fox and Dicks to be there but neither were, nor was my dog – he’d be chewing up his latest santa somewhere. I went to the satinwood desk and sat down, indicating she take the chair opposite.

She sat, her sea green wool dress slipping perfectly into place over her shapely body. No creases or rucks, the quality of her clothes spoke of a great deal of money well spent, as did the emerald necklace glittering at her neck.

She was gazing at me, weighing me up in a careful inspection. Then she dropped her shoulders, letting the tension release from her spine, and leaned back against the chair. ‘I shall be very clear with you Mr Wolfe, and hold nothing back. That starts with telling you who I really am. You’ve given a little of yourself today, saying that you are here to investigate. I doubt that’s all there is to know about you, but I can guess some of the rest. I’m sure you’ve guessed much about me too.’

I nodded. ‘I’d put your accent in Lancashire.’

She looked surprised. ‘Gosh… yes, from a rural village far too small to feature on most maps.’

‘It’s a nice county, friendly people,’ I said and meant it. Northerners to my experience were mostly an open and affable lot.

‘Sometimes I wish I’d just stayed there.’ She glanced over at the window and the evening sun dropping to the horizon, its pale pink light glimmering over the snow blanketed scene beyond. ‘There’s been enough said about me in the newspapers,’ she added. ‘I’m sure half of England thinks they know my story. The less said of the tittle tattle, though, the better. The truth is, I love George. I’ve loved him from the moment we met, and it was the same for him.’

‘How did you meet?’

‘I know that George has already told you, it was when I was working as Borris Bullen’s secretary.’

I nodded. ‘I’d like to hear your side of things.’

‘Ha! Well if George hadn’t walked into his office one day and paused to speak with me instead of stalking past like all the other terribly important men, things might all have ended differently. I could have been the one dead in the bathtub.’

That gave me pause. Were her words just a coincidence? Because if Kristin had not come here with Bullen, the killer may very well have chosen her as the sacrificial lamb instead.

I eyed her. ‘You mean you and Bullen were lovers.’

‘My father is sick.’ She returned my gaze. ‘He’s been sick for years, a shaking disease, they call it Parkinson’s. He can’t work. I’m the oldest of his very own baker’s dozen, as he called us. Though he lost the actual bakery due to his health.’

‘You needed money to send home.’

Lady Miranda lifted her chin. ‘Yes, I needed it very badly.’

‘I understand.’

‘I don’t think any man could understand a situation like that. Though there are plenty who would take advantage of it. Bullen was one such. George wasn’t like that at all, when he stopped at my desk we started talking and soon we were laughing. And before he’d left the factory that day, he told me that if I married him, I’d never have to work a day in my life again.’

‘Very honourable of him,’ I remarked dryly.

‘He is honourable,’ she retorted sharply. ‘More than most will ever know. He still supports his children, even though they have spoken publicly against me. It is so horrible of them, and I have tried to be friendly…’ She touched her fingers to the corners of her eyes, then pulled a handkerchief from her sleeve. A habit she must have grown up with and obviously never lost. I waited as she dabbed carefully around her make up.

‘Will your husband take back the chairmanship now that Bullen is dead?’

‘I have no idea, and if you think he killed Bullen for that reason, I assure you, Mr Wolfe, you are on entirely the wrong track. George had no reason to do so. If the Board of directors had wanted George back they would have done so of their own accord.’

I lifted a brow at that. ‘Bullen has a reputation for intimidation. He ousted your husband from the chairmanship through threats, and pushed you into selling yourself, assuming he did push you?’

‘He made it quite clear that if I was prepared to accept his advances then I would find myself very well remunerated,’ she replied, and dropped her hand to crush the handkerchief within it. ‘Which I was,’ she said through gritted teeth.

‘Through the company?’

‘Yes, I was a personal assistant and paid accordingly.’

I didn’t comment, it was hardly rare for executives to use company money to pay for their own entertainment. ‘Were you with your husband at the time of Bullen’s death.’

Lady Miranda’s jaw sharpened as she clenched her teeth tightly. ‘I promised to tell you the truth…’ She took a breath. ‘So I admit that I was not.’

I nodded. ‘I read all the statements given to Inspector Fox. You wrote that you were both in your suite. Lord Naylor’s statement had said the same thing, almost word for word.’

‘We fought that afternoon. I cannot honestly say where he was at the time of Bullen’s death, but George didn’t kill him. I don’t know all the sequence of events but surely whoever was responsible had to know Boris was coming. He’d barely been here above a few hours.’

I knew the plan had been set in motion weeks before Bullen arrived, but I decided to quiz her on how she had interpreted the murder. ‘That would be enough time to pick up a knife from the dining room and tell Bullen to rendezvous out in the garden.’

‘Seriously, Mr Wolfe, you cannot believe that all this happened in such a random manner. Particularly given Miss Linden’s death.’

I nodded. ‘Where were you?’

‘In my room, and the maid came in. Agnes, she can verify that. I’d rung for a pot of tea.’

‘What time?’

‘Four…four thirty…somewhere around that time.’

If true, it’s unlikely she could have met Bullen and killed him, and the footprint wasn’t hers...unless she wore someone else’s shoes.

She continued when I didn’t respond. ‘I think George was in the library, it’s where he goes when we have a disagreement at home. You could ask the butler if he took him a drink, it’s the sort of thing George would demand.’

‘I will,’ I replied.

‘He’s not a killer, you know,’ she said more softly.

‘I’m sure you’re right.’

A faint smile flickered across her lips.

I returned her smile. I liked her, she was a fighter.

‘I do have good reason for my certainty,’ she continued. ‘You see, George is true to his word. I haven’t worked another day since becoming his wife. And I was quite open with him about my arrangement with Bullen. He was angry about it, but he took over the payments to provide for my father and he sponsored each of my brothers and sisters to find work and good schooling. He cares about them. He wouldn’t do anything at all to risk his ability to help them, or his own family, or me, come to that.’

What were you and Lord Naylor fighting about the day Bullen died.’

Her face tightened. ‘Children. I long for a family. George wants to wait until he is reconciled with the children he already has. I think by then it will be too late.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘So am I.’

‘Does the name Joubert mean anything to you?’

She frowned. ‘I don’t believe so…I can’t place it, and I would normally recall a foreign name.’

‘What nationality would you think someone with the name Joubert would have?’

‘French,’ she replied instantly.

‘Now come along, Lady Miranda,’ I said. ‘Your husband must have told you what happened to Carlisle in France. And you assured me you would tell the truth.’

She looked suitably chagrined. ‘Yes, very well, but I know nothing more than his name. It happened before I even worked at ACE.’

‘When was that?’

‘Spring of 1920. It was quite some time after the war ended.’

‘Did you know Bullen was coming here?’ I threw in.

‘Aah,’ she took a sharp intake of breath, giving herself away immediately. ‘I…you must not tell George.’

‘I won’t. How did you know Bullen was coming?’

‘He called me at home a week ago,’ she replied. ‘It was utterly unexpected. He wanted to know if we would be here for Christmas. I said yes, then he laughed and hung up.’

‘Did either you or your husband leave your rooms last night?’

‘No, absolutely not,’ she said, taken aback. ‘Why would we? What are you implying?’

Fox walked in at that moment, he had Wilf in his arms. Dicks was behind him

‘Lady Miranda,’ Fox said.

‘Lady Miranda is just leaving,’ I said.

She looked from them to me and then rose and walked towards the door, the handkerchief still clutched in her hand. Dicks held it open for her.

We watched her go and then Dicks closed the door quietly.

‘She seemed upset,’ Fox said and put Wilf on the floor. He went to the fire and flopped down in front of it.

‘She had every reason to be,’ I replied.

‘We had her quite low on our suspects list,’ Fox said after I’d told him briefly what was said.

‘I think that’s fair,’ I agreed. ‘Where have you been?’

‘I was talking to the servants, sir,’ Dicks replied. ‘Well, it was Agnes, actually.’

‘And I went for a wander about the house,’ Fox admitted. ‘They’re all locked in the drawing room together, so it was quiet. I thought I’d have a look for anything untoward – like Bullen’s bag full of gold, or a pair of missing shoes.’

‘Did you find anything?’

‘No,’ he replied. ‘Your dog was running about so I brought him back.

Agnes told me a couple of things, sir,’ Dicks said, I could see he was excited.

‘Very well.’

He stood with his hands behind his back as Fox sat in the seat across the desk from me.

Dicks began. ‘Cook’s been shouting at everyone because the two knives that were used in the murders had gone missing. Nobody had even noticed till they were told. Miss Hortensia had spoken quite sharply to Cook and she was really annoyed. The footman in charge of polishing the silverware was to blame. He hadn’t been counting everything after meals as he was meant to.’

‘Did Agnes say when Miss Hortensia had asked about the knives?’

‘Yes, this morning, sir.’ he replied.

‘Not before?’

‘No, sir, but she’d have known when the first knife went missing,’ he replied. ‘Agnes thought she was just annoyed that when the second one went missing too, nobody had told her about it.’

‘So nobody knew when the second knife went missing?’ Fox said.

‘No, sir, but I suppose it was yesterday,’ Dicks said. ‘The house is short of staff, even with the temporaries brought in over Christmas, and the footman said he didn’t have time for counting knives. Cook didn’t like that one bit, I can tell you, sir.’

‘Thank you, Dicks. That’s useful information,’ I told him.

‘But that’s not all, sir,’ he said, pulling an envelope from his pocket with a decidedly Fox-like flourish. ‘Agnes also found some evidence!’ He opened the envelope and let the contents roll onto the desk top.

‘What am I looking at?’ I frowned at a scrap of dirty fabric and gritty pieces of ash.

‘The staff shortage means that the fire ashes are now collected all together and taken out every other day, sir. They’re stored below stairs. Everyone has to muck in and they’re really spooked about these deaths in the house. One of the under footmen noticed something strange when he was emptying the big ash can this morning, and wondered what to do with it. Agnes said to give it to me.’

‘What is it Dicks?’ Fox asked, leaning over the desk to prod a finger at the scrap.

Dicks took a pencil from inside his jacket and used it to straightened the scrap out fully. ‘That’s the finger of a glove. I’ve got a few other bits of the fingers in the envelope. What do you think, sirs?’

‘It’s leather, or rather it was,’ Fox said. ‘And the staff wear white cotton gloves, so it can’t be one of theirs.’

‘Exactly, sir,’ Dicks continued eagerly. ‘And if the leather didn’t burn in the fire, it might be because it was wet. Which could have been from blood and snow from the murder of Bullen, or the bathwater Kirstin Linden was killed in.’

‘And you’re sure no one knows which fireplace this came from?’ I asked.

‘They don’t, sir. I went and asked the staff, but they just shook their heads,’ Dicks said. ‘They brush out the ash from the fireplaces into buckets first thing in the morning, then they empty them into a big bin. Normally only a few fires are lit when it’s just Sir Simon and Miss Hortensia, but when there’s guests, there’s lots of fires to keep going. Including the bathrooms.’

‘Damn,’ Fox said quietly. ‘That would have been a vital clue if we’d known whose room it was from.’

‘Nobody locks their doors, Fox,’ I remarked. ‘Someone could easily have tossed the gloves onto someone else’s fire or one of those in the hall or state rooms.’

‘And they’re all kept blazing, sir,’ Dicks added. ‘So they’d have burned pretty quickly if they hadn’t been wet.’

‘Good,’ I sat back. ‘You’d better add it to the evidence box, Dicks.’

‘Yes, sir.’ He collected the scraps up, slid them into the envelope and took them over to the box, smiling to himself.

‘Right and now the suspects list,’ Fox said.

‘Let’s go and sit by the fire,’ I decided and went over to the yellow sofas to join my little dog, now curled up on a cushion nearest the hearth.

‘Lord Naylor is our number one suspect,’ Fox stated as he sank into the sofa opposite.

‘Why?’ I asked, extending my feet towards the flames.

‘We think Bullen murdered Carlisle and Naylor knows it. But Naylor benefitted from Carlisle’s death because he took over as chairman from him, and he wouldn’t have had any proof, so he decided not to say anything. And he knew about Joubert, and the gold Carlisle was carrying and everything in France,’ Fox explained.

‘And Mr Bullen had the authorisation papers signed by Lord Naylor and Sir Alfred Moreton, sir,’ Dicks added. He’d come to sit on a stool he’d found somewhere and set at the end of the low table. ‘That made them guilty of buying enemy secrets and lying to the army.’

‘Exactly,’ Fox said. ‘So they both knew each other’s guilty secrets.’

‘Hm…Bullen had the upper hand because he had proof of Naylor and Moreton’s guilt,’ I said. ‘But nobody had anything on him.’

‘So you do believe Bullen murdered Carlisle.’ He asked the direct question.

‘Yes,’ I replied.

‘Why?’ He responded. ‘Because as you say, there is no proof.’

‘The actions of the victim and killer,’ I said. ‘Bullen came here with gold, why else would he do that? The killer must have proof and decided to use it to blackmail Bullen now. If it is Naylor, why would he kill Bullen here, and why now?’

‘Money,’ Fox answered. ‘Before I went for a wander round, I called Hector back to ask him what he knew about Naylor’s finances. He said he’d been living too high for too long, and the cost of maintaining his wife’s family and subsidising his own children was eating into his savings. Plus he’s no longer retained at ACE as a consultant. His income has dwindled to the interest on his capital and dividends from his shares.’

‘Good work,’ I said. ‘So you believe Naylor wanted Bullen’s gold?’

‘Yes.’ He nodded. ‘And he probably wants to step back into ACE as chairman.’

‘Why would Mr Bullen telephone Lady Miranda, sir?’ Dicks asked. He’d made notes of what I’d told them about the interview with her and was flicking through them.

‘A little liaison for old times sake, probably,’ Fox guessed.

‘That’s quite possible,’ I said. ‘But it might relate to Bullen thinking Naylor was the one pretending to be Joubert.’

‘Oh, yes,’ Dicks replied, and took his pen to add a quick note.

‘So Naylor is our primary suspect,’ I agreed. ‘Who else do you have?’

‘Caxton might be working with Talbot,’ Fox replied. ‘We don’t know the identity of the ‘top brass’, but they were senior ranks, we think they’d know what was going on. They might have knowledge that Bullen murdered Carlisle and decided to blackmail him because they’re also running out of money like Naylor.’

‘Would any of these suspects know that Bullen would bring Kristin here?’

‘Ah, good point,’ Fox said as he stroked his moustache. ‘That would mean they’d have had to have seen or met Bullen recently and know that Kristin resembles Elsa. So the murderer would have to have seen Elsa too. Which leads right back to one of these three.’

‘Talbot says he never saw Elsa,’ I reminded them.

‘He could be lying,’ Fox replied. ‘And I think Talbot is keen on Lady Eleanor, so perhaps he’s doing it out of revenge for her husband, who may have been made ill by Bullen’s threats.’

‘That’s rather far fetched,’ I said.

‘Hm,’ he didn’t agree.

‘Think about what’s been said, and by whom,’ I told them and stood up. ‘I’m going to change for dinner.’

‘Can I help, sir?’ Dicks instantly asked.

‘No,’ I said and left.

I took Wilf with me, he ran ahead towards my room, black nose to the carpet, small paws pattering, his plume of white tail in the air. I really did not want to join the household for dinner, nor talk to any of them again, apart from Felix, who I hadn’t yet interviewed. There was something niggling away at the back of my mind but the vision of Kristin’s body, and all the information I’d squeezed out was clogging my thoughts.

I was about to enter my room when Wilf darted under a side table in the corridor and started scratching at something. ‘Wilf,’ I called him away. Needless to say he ignored me. He carried on scratching and I could hear his claws tearing on the carpet. ‘Damn it,’ I swore and got down to drag him out from under it, and then the object which was stuck between one of its legs and the skirting board. I pulled it out and stood up.

‘Mr Wolfe!’ Hortensia was stalking along the corridor. ‘Are you making an entertainment for your dog?’

‘Hardly,’ I replied. The rascal was now sitting in front of me, his tail wagging furiously.

‘And what pray, did he find under the table?’ she asked, dark brows raised.

I think she’d spotted what I had in my hand. I opened my fingers to reveal another mangled Christmas decoration. It was the stolen santa, or had been, it was covered in small teeth marks and its red hat had been bitten off. ‘I apologise,’ I said. ‘On my dog’s behalf.’

‘Well really Mr Wolfe, I do think this is quite the end isn’t it? Enough is enough,’ she began a lecture, but I’d noticed her feet, or rather her shoes as she’d approached me. Her stockings were a little loose and had gathered around her ankles… ‘Are you listening, Mr Wolfe? I said I really think you should consider leaving us tomorrow, there is nothing left here for you to investigate, now is there?’

I handed her the chewed up santa which she took with a glowering look of disdain.

‘Indeed madam, please be assured I will be leaving tomorrow.’ I smiled at her, a wolf’s smile, insincere and flattering and occasionally very dangerous.

‘Well I am very gratified to hear it,’ she began. ‘Much as we at Caxton Manor believe that our warm hospitality is open to all our friends and family, that hospitality is not without its limits. May I remind you cocktails are not being served this evening nor will the recital Lady Eleanor and I had envisaged take place. This is naturally in respect of the…well, the unfortunate events of today.’

‘I would expect no less,’ I replied, then grabbed my dog who was now jumping up and down around my feet, and entered my room, closing the door firmly behind me.


Chapter 20

It didn’t take long to change for dinner, Dicks had laid my evening wear out and I tossed my sweater and the rest over the bed cover. I had to talk to Hector, I wanted proof of Bullen’s guilt and he would be the one to unlock it for me. I went down to the estate office to use the telephone, leaving Wilf in my room after the latest santa episode.

Hector was abrasive at first, apparently he and his new wife, Lady Clarissa, were about to leave for a private dinner with various members of state at a high class restaurant. He changed his tune when I told him what I wanted though, and was almost genial by the end of the call. ‘But don’t expect a response until morning,’ he warned.

‘Fine,’ I replied and put the phone down. Then I headed for the dining room to join the other guests, including the murderer of Bullen, and poor innocent Kristin.

Fox had already arrived. A space had been left for me between Lady Miranda and Lady Eleanor. It seems we were running short of women because Fox was put between Felix and a vacant chair.

The first course was already on the table, it was a galantine with aspic and winter salad greens.

Hortensia eyed me. ‘We will be saying goodbye to Mr Wolfe in the morning,’ she announced. ‘And I assume Inspector Fox will also be leaving us.’

This was news to Fox. ‘What?’

‘You are leaving, Inspector,’ Hortensia turned to him, a gleam in her eye. ‘Hasn’t Mr Wolfe told you?’

‘Why should he?’ Fox recovered himself quickly, then picked up his glass of white wine and drank half of it.

‘Really,’ Hortensia muttered then spoke more loudly. ‘We will now say grace. Please would you commence Simon?’

‘Yes, of course, dear,’ he replied, his face already brightening at the news of my departure. He went through the usual rote and we all duly bowed our heads then grabbed our napkins.

‘I’m sorry to hear you are leaving,’ Rosemary said to me as she picked up her knife and fork.

‘I’m not,’ Talbot rumbled.

‘Reginald,’ Lady Eleanor gently reprimanded him. ‘There’s no reason to be so gruff, dear.’

Fox was frowning at me but tucked into his food and concentrated on devouring it.

Hortensia obviously had decided to take tight control of the conversation. ‘Allow me to regale you with a tale of dear Simon here when he was a little boy,’ she began, with a tender look at her younger brother. ‘One year, our mother came downstairs on Christmas Eve morning to find her very favourite ornament had shattered on the floor out there in the hall. It was a beautiful piece made of Murano glass, which she and my father had picked up on their honeymoon in Venice. Unfortunately, to a child, Murano glass looks like the most temptingly delicious confectionery, and Simon had been fond of it from first sight. There was only one person who could be the culprit in its breakage, and he was nowhere to be found.’

She patted his arm, Caxton smiled warmly at her, the siblings clearly enjoyed this connection to their past.

‘Back then,’ Hortensia continued as we ate in silence around her, ‘we had different seats here, one of which had absolutely hideous lace ruffles that draped to the floor and concealed a space beneath. Unbeknownst to all in the household, Simon had darted under that large, unsightly chair the instant he smashed the ornament. No matter how much the family and staff members called for him, he did not reveal himself all day.’

She shook her head at her brother and asked him, ‘Do you remember what finally got you to come out?’

‘I only recall being too petrified to emerge. Mother really had adored that ornament.’ A mischievous smile crossed his face. ‘I’d merely wanted the tiniest taste of it.’

Hortensia laughed then continued. ‘It was me. I convinced you to show your face. Mother and Father said we couldn’t have Christmas without you, so we would have to cancel it. I’m sure they were joking, but to my young ears, their words were devastating. I burst into sobs and could not be consoled, not until you leapt out from your hiding place and hugged me until I couldn’t breathe. You said I didn’t have to cry because you were safe, and the family could have Christmas again.’

She looked around, only Lady Eleanor was smiling and even that looked forced. ‘Dear Simon, he didn’t care a jot about himself. For all he knew, he would get quite the hiding for all the trouble he’d caused, but he did not think of himself for a moment. He only wanted me to be happy.’ She gave a fond sigh. ‘That is why I love this season so much. It is a time when people go to great lengths for the happiness and contentment of their loved ones.’

Caxton’s eyes glistened as he sipped his whiskey. ‘Thank you for reminding me of that. I hadn’t thought about that Christmas for a long time. In fact, I’m not sure I had recalled how the day ended. I only had a hazy memory of hiding under the chair and watching everyone’s shoes go past. That might have been the first Christmas I can recall. And even then, it’s only glimpses. I think it was the following year that left an impression on me. That was when Father bought Mother the beautiful ruby necklace that she so adored.’

‘Yes,’ said Hortensia, ‘and they danced around the breakfast table as though it were a ballroom floor.’

Caxton turned to Felix. ‘You know, your parents always reminded me of my own. They were so very much in love. I’m sure it must have been very difficult for you to celebrate all these Christmases without them.’

Felix shrugged. ‘I barely remember them. Frankly, I’ve never really understood the fuss about Christmas. Isn’t it simply a holiday for children?’

Lady Miranda gasped. ‘Oh, don’t tell me you’re one of those men who’s all work, work, work.’ She leaned over to address Rosemary. ‘You want to think long and hard before marrying a man who’s overly fond of his work. I count myself extremely fortunate to have met George once he was past all that.’

‘I’m not past anything,’ Naylor responded, although he kept it light in tone.

Miranda laughed, so did a few of the others.

‘Rosemary has no cause for concern there,’ Felix said. ‘The previous generation might have been obsessed with work, but they’ve got things all wrong on that front. They seem to pride themselves on how much time they spend at the office. But these days, a truly admirable man is one who makes his money work for him. It’s wrong-headed to think you need to work for money instead.’

‘This is what I say,’ Rosemary said, then looked at me. ‘And what I have been telling people. Even those that do not want to listen to anything they may not want to hear.’

‘Are you saying you don’t work?’ Naylor’s good humour died in the instant and he frowned at Felix.

‘Oh, Felix is terribly clever with investing,’ Rosemary said. ‘That’s why we’re so keen to go to America. The opportunities are almost limitless there for a man with his skills.’

‘I’m sure they are,’ Hortensia murmured. ‘I do hope you are ready for the next course.’ She turned to nod at Hobbs who had been hovering behind her.

Butler and footman swept in and gathered the plates up to quickly replace them with roast saddle of venison with carrots, peas, bread sauce, and a claret sauce.

Felix was keen to enlighten Naylor, and set his glass down on the table. ‘Everyone knows about the railroads, of course. The ones out there are developing in a way we can only dream of here. America is a vast place overflowing with resources, not like England, where most people can’t see beyond the end of their own street. Out in America, all a man has to do is choose a good piece of land and extract the oil from it. He can be rich as Croesus without having to work a day in his life, and that’s only one of the opportunities.’

Even Caxton bristled. ‘Simon, as your godfather, I must remind you that your parents always valued hard work. I know they’d want to see you applying yourself, young man.’

‘That’s just what I am doing. I’m applying my mind to the field of logic. One must look at the big picture in order to make wise business decisions. My portfolio of investments has to be managed sagely. I shan’t be idle in America, but I also won’t be giving every hour of my life to an office or a factory that doesn’t appreciate me. You’re surely with me on that, aren’t you, Naylor, after the way ACE mistreated you?’

‘That was a complex matter,’ Lord Naylor snapped. ‘You wouldn’t have the experience to understand what went on.’

‘I don’t want an experience like that,’ Felix said. ‘I’ll stick with my plans to make money through investments rather than toiling away until I’m too old to enjoy life.’

‘This is all starting to sound too much like the club.’ Talbot said. ‘All they talk of is investments. It’s all very well, but buying and selling shares requires knowledge and patient research. Otherwise it is merely gambling.’

‘Which club are you members of?’ I asked as I cut a slice of venison.

‘The City of London Club,’ Naylor replied.

‘All of you?’ Fox asked.

‘Yes,’ Caxton replied. ‘It’s one of the most exclusive in London. Felix’s parents put his name down when he was in short pants.’

The ties between the people in this case were becoming more obvious.

‘Was Bullen a member?’ I asked.

I received no answer to that.

‘I won’t ask again,’ I said.

‘Yes, of course he was,’ Caxton retorted. ‘It’s the heart of business and finance. Everyone who is anyone is a member.’

‘Are either of you members, Mr Wolfe, or Inspector Fox?’ Rosemary asked archly.

‘I don’t join anything,’ I replied and put my knife and fork down on my cleared plate. ‘I shall see you all in the morning,’ I said and walked out. It was extremely bad manners but I’d had enough of the lot of them.

* * *

Once in my room, I settled in a fireside chair, a whisky resting lightly in my hand. The amber liquid glowed as it caught the reflected flames from the fire.

Dicks was there, he was fidgeting about, tidying things that didn’t require tidying. I’d told him we were leaving in the morning, but that’s all I’d said. Wilf had come to curl up on my lap, I rubbed his ears from time to time.

‘You should have stayed for dessert, old chap,’ Fox came in, seemingly cheerful. ‘It was cabinet pudding and really quite excellent.’

I eyed him coldly, I wasn’t in the mood for chat.

‘They’re all flustered downstairs,’ he carried on. ‘Keen for you to go, outraged at your abrupt exit, and terrified of what you intend to do before your departure in the morning.’

‘I’m going to nail the murderer,’ I replied.

‘And who would that be?’ He sat down on the opposite chair. Dicks brought him a glass of whisky then took his place on the stool. They both listened in silence as I told them.

‘No!’ They both exclaimed.

‘But how did you come to that conclusion, and what evidence do you have?’ Fox asked.

‘It’s not evidence, it’s clues,’ I replied. ‘There’s a difference.’

‘Is there, sir?’ Dicks asked.

‘Yes, the fragments from the leather glove is evidence, although it is only evidence that someone burned a glove. Whereas the impression left by Bullen’s note is a clue. It gives us more information than previously and answers some small part of the mystery.’

‘Wolfe, this is not the time for a lecture,’ Fox cut in, ‘When was it planned?’ He then went on to ask question after question as we unravelled the murders and debated the details. Then we had another drink, and the hour grew late, although none of us were ready to retire yet.

‘For the sake of completeness, old chap,’ Fox said after his third whisky. ‘Don’t you think you should tell us what became of Elsa.’


Chapter 21

I took a breath and let it out slowly. I’d never told that story to anyone, though perhaps it was time to let that particular ghost go free – it might even help ease the restlessness within me.

‘It was the end of the war,’ I said. ‘Everyone had been stood down or repatriated home – apart from my contingent. The unit was tasked with identifying and questioning German officers who had been captured. Hector wanted to filter out those who had committed atrocities and have them tried. I refused to be involved, I’d had enough of death and wanted to leave, but Hector hadn’t signed my papers, so I was forced to stay on.’

Dicks interrupted me with a bout of coughing, which he tried hard to subdue. Fox had given him a small glass of whisky and he’d been sipping it tentatively before taking too large a mouthful. He stuttered an apology. ‘Sorry, sir, sorry…’

I waited until he’d finished, then continued. ‘I received a telegram out of the blue. It was from Elsa.’ I paused and took in the crackle of the fire, the peaty fragrance of the whisky, and the softness of the cushions. I hadn’t been able to push memories of Elsa aside since I’d set eyes on Kristin. ‘I hadn’t spoken to her for almost a year by then and expected never to hear from her again. We’d parted in anger when I learned that she was keeping money back from stolen consignments and bribes. I didn’t know of her connection to Carlisle’s deal with Joubert – that was a surprise.’ Actually it had caught me off guard, it shouldn’t have done, she’d been involved in any number of similar transactions. ‘The last time I saw her, she’d been in possession of a great many gold coins: English sovereigns, French Napoléons, German pieces, Swiss Vreneli. She told me gold could take her anywhere and it never lost its value. She thought she was rich...I never told her I had wealth beyond her imagination… Perhaps I should have.’

Fox pricked his ears up at that. ‘You’re rich?’

‘Yes, I inherited all the family money when my parents and sister died,’ I replied.

‘That’s dreadful, sir,’ Dicks blurted, the whisky weakening his usual reserve. ‘What happened to them?’

‘The ship they were on was sunk just as war broke out…’ I stopped, unable to voice that particular tragedy.

‘I’m sorry,’ Fox said.

‘As was I,’ I replied.

‘Sorry, sir, I shouldn’t have spoken out,’ Dicks whispered. He took the near empty bottle and refilled everyone’s glasses, then he swallowed a mouthful and turned bright red.

I swirled my glass for moments, my little dog sound asleep next to me. ‘Elsa asked me to come to her Swiss chalet near Finhaut. She said her life depended on it. I left right away, drove through the night…stupid of me the roads were treacherous, I nearly lost the car to the ice.’ My mind’s eye could see the telegram Elsa had sent me, the words typed in red, cut into thin strips and pasted to a piece of paper – begging me for help. I leaned back in my chair. ‘I wasn’t fast enough.’

‘What happened?’ Fox prompted.

‘Elsa was nowhere to be seen, there were signs of a struggle. I searched the perimeter and found a trail of footprints and blood in the snow. They led between the chalet to where a car had parked. There were tyre tracks, the driver had continued onto a forest road, I followed the tracks for about a mile down to the lake in the valley. It was as remote as you can get – dense trees, snow-blanketed ground. The surface of the lake was frozen. The car had pulled up, then reversed out and driven away some time later. There were more footprints, and blood in the snow. I traced them through the forest.’ I remembered every detail, how beautiful it was under the full moon – pale light glinting off snow laden trees, not a breath of wind, just absolute silence. The drops of blood, almost black in the blanketing white. ‘Then I saw her.’ I paused, my voice catching, and I took another sip of whisky to steady it.

Fox and Dicks watched me, but said nothing. The fire crackled loudly, a log tumbled in a shower of sparks which drifted upwards in the draught then died and floated back into the flames.

I continued the tale. ‘Her hands were bound across her chest with a cord. She lay on the frozen surface of the lake. I walked to her and knelt down.’ I tried to stop the images crowding in. Frost on her eyelashes, fragile crystals of ice grown on her lips. I whispered her name, barely able to believe she was dead. Her hair was loose, long blonde tresses spread about her perfect face. ‘She’d been shot through the heart.’ She’d looked serene, although her end must have been terrifying. I’d stroked away the ice from her lips, they were dusky blue beneath the faded pink lipstick – not the vivid blue of her striking eyes, but the cold, grey blue that only the dead wear. She wore a silk gown the colour of the sea under a summer sky, it was stained by snow and blood. I could feel it, stiff against her skin where it clung to the lithe contours of her body. She’d been cold long before she was laid there. No coat. No shoes. I’d wondered where they were… ‘I think she’d been left to sink when the ice melted, although that would have been some weeks off. The lake was remote, nestled between mountains. The chances are nobody would find her…but the local wildlife would, so I decided she would be better beneath the ice.’

Fox waited a moment then asked. ‘It must have been quite thick, how did you break it?’

I hadn’t really heard his words. ‘I picked her up and carried her to where the water would be deepest, then I laid her down. I’d brought my MP-18 – I liked that gun, I used it a lot.’ I took another sip of whisky. ‘I shot a hole into the ice and lowered her in. She sank into the water.’ The violence of the noise still reverberated in my mind. The rapid burst of gunfire shattering the stillness, bullets smashing a hole under the onslaught, sending white shards of ice spinning into the air, and the dark water below. Then I took her in my arms again, cradling her one last time. I lowered her gently, letting her bare feet slide over the edge of jagged ice and into the water. A moment of horror washed over me and I closed my eyes to murmur a prayer for her and for what we had been, and for the soul I hoped still lingered. Then, I let her go. She slid noiselessly into the water, her golden hair fanning out in long tendrils around her face. For a moment she’d seemed alive, her spine arching, her head tilting back as though she were watching me with wide, glassy eyes. Air had bubbled from her lips, catching the moonlight in shimmering bursts before they faded. Slowly she’d turned, her body drifting down into the inky depths. ‘And then she was gone.’

‘Oh, sir,’ Dicks murmured, a catch in his voice. ‘I’m so terribly sorry.’

Fox was staring into the flames, I caught the shadow that flickered across his gaze. He’d experienced losses like this. All those who’d served in the war were haunted by such memories. He turned to me. ‘Did you find her killer?’

‘Not yet,’ I replied darkly.

He nodded. ‘Then what did you do?’

‘I went to England, stayed at my estate in Herefordshire for a while. There are a handful of servants there, they maintain the house and grounds. Keep it in order. It felt like a mausoleum. A few weeks later Hector called me, one of the German officers he was hunting had managed to escape to Italy and would I go and find him. So I did.’

‘To bring them to justice, sir?’ Dicks said.

‘No,’ I replied.

Dicks looked at me puzzled. Fox had no doubt at all what justice I’d meted out.

‘So Hector brought you back into the fold,’ Fox said, as though this were a natural consequence. ‘You continued your work for him.’

‘The work changed after a while, it became tamer as the war slid into the past. Investigation rather than retribution.’

Dicks nodded, though he hadn’t really understood the reality I had just described. It was so very far from his own experience that he could never truly imagine it. ‘He’s good, isn’t he, sir? Lord Sommerton. He seems to know just what to do for people; always the right thing at the right time.’

‘That’s one way of viewing it,’ I replied dryly. ‘And I’m not sure Hector always knows what he’s doing. He sent three of us here when the case only called for one.’

‘It only required you alone?’ Fox said, a hint of wryness in his tone. ‘He warned me you were a loner. I didn’t think you’d be quite so resistant to help, though.’

‘You’re hardly the help I need, Fox.’ I fixed him with a steel eye. ‘What did you do to earn your place in Hector’s crew?’

‘I’d put my head in a noose if I answered that question, Wolfe, as you are very well aware.’

‘Murder, escape, capture and jail?’ I drawled the response. ‘I can only imagine the information Sommerton might share about you if he cared to.’

‘But he cares about us all, sir,’ Dicks interrupted with a hiccup. ‘Lord Sommerton is such a powerful man, but he really looks after people, even me. He didn’t have to help me one bit, but he’s changed my life, sir. I’ll never forget that, and I’m glad he’s put the three of us together. I get lonely being by myself, but being with both of you and Wilf means I don’t miss my family nearly so much.’ He hiccupped again then giggled. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever enjoyed anything more.’

Fox leaned over and removed the glass from Dicks’ hands. ‘Bedtime, young man.’

Dicks looked towards Fox with eyes that struggled to focus. ‘Now, sir?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Because we must have our wits about us in the morning.’


Chapter 22

Fox and I had breakfast before anyone else was up. The staff were bleary eyed as they moved around the breakfast room.

‘I want them all in the drawing room at nine,’ I told Fox.

‘Dicks has the box of evidence.’

‘Fine, but there’s very little in there that’s useful.’

He looked up from the bacon and eggs he was eating by the forkfull. Wilf was sitting on the chair between us watching us both in turn and given small morsels on a dish of his own. Hobbs had harumphed his disapproval but then smiled at the little dog’s antics when he thought we weren’t looking.

‘What’s the rush, Wolfe?’ Fox asked, spearing a perfectly cooked mushroom.

‘It’s Christmas Eve tomorrow and I’d like to get back to London before the weather gets any worse.’

Heavy clouds had rolled in overnight and snow was falling thick and fast beyond the window.

Fox eyed the gloomy grey dawn, his long face drawn. ‘Couldn’t beg a lift could I, old chap? The trains get unreliable in this kind of weather and I’d rather not spend Christmas in a draughty waiting room.’

I frowned at him, then drained my coffee, put the cup down and stood up. ‘I’m going to call Hector,’ I said and walked out. Wilf didn’t follow, having realised that Fox would be having seconds and some of it would be coming his way. I headed for the office where the telephone was housed, through the quiet house, clocks ticking, fires lit, staff going about their chores in a hushed bustle.

‘You’re early,’ Hector answered the telephone on the second ring.

‘Did you get the answers?’

‘Yes, although there was an initial reluctance to disclose the information.’ He told me what I’d wanted to know.

‘Does it fit?’ he asked once I’d finished questioning him.

‘Yes, it does,’ I replied.

‘Lady Clarissa has decided on drinks here at six tomorrow evening. Bring Fox with you,’ he said.

‘Why should I bring Fox?’

‘How else is he going to get here,’ he replied and put the phone down.

I returned to my room, it was immaculate, a sign Dicks had already been busy. The fire was blazing, I went to sit in the chair beside it. I had my own notebook although I rarely used it, but it could be useful to jot down points of where, and when, who and why. I went through the list, then the timeline, pausing at the murder of Kristin and her cold blooded dispatch. Then I wrote the names in order, and their crimes, before closing the book.

‘There are objections,’ Fox announced as he entered without knocking. ‘Hortensia is furious that they haven’t all had time for breakfast.’

‘Well they should get up earlier,’ I replied.

‘I’ve told Hobbs to ring the gong in the hall in five minutes,’ he said.

‘Has Dicks prepared the room?’

‘Yes, it’s ready, evidence gathered, fire stoked up, chairs arranged. He’s made it all nice and cozy for the killer’s last hour of freedom.’

‘Good, I’ll be there shortly.’

‘Fine,’ he said, and left.

I waited until the clang of the gong reverberated away, then the shuffling of feet in the passage and the mutter of angry voices. Then I waited some more because they deserved to stew for a while, worrying about what I was about to reveal, and the retribution that would follow. Then I went downstairs to join them in the drawing room.

They were all there, looking at me, some were glowering. I’d taken up position in front of the fire. Hortensia had tied her unlikely dark hair in a severe bun – dressed in a burgundy tweed skirt and waistcoat with a starched white blouse, she looked stern and foreboding. Lady Eleanor was softer; her silver blonde hair set in waves, a pale blue twinset, pearls and a navy skirt. Caxton was in his usual mustard waistcoat and tweeds, the rest were also dressed as yesterday apart from Miranda who was in a dark red wool dress, beautifully cut to fit and a heavy gold necklace. I wore black, because it suited my mood.

‘Will you get on with it,’ Naylor snapped.

I smiled. Fox went to lean against the wall next to where Dicks was standing in his usual stiff stance next to a sideboard and the box of evidence we’d accumulated.

‘Why did Bullen come here?’ I asked, not waiting for an answer. ‘Which of you sent the message threatening him with exposure?’

Nobody said anything, they merely stared back with varying degrees of hostility.

‘You all know the story don’t you? Carlisle’s murder in France, who wielded the knife, who covered up the crime, and why.’ I walked across the hearthrug. ‘Carlisle had lied to you, Naylor, and to Alfred Moreton, and to Bullen. He wasn’t buying the German formula, he was selling ACE’s formula to the enemy. Isn’t that right?’

Naylor’s blue eyes bored into me. ‘Don’t talk rot, Wolfe. I thought you were better than this.’

‘Bullen himself put that story around, and it was true, although it was vehemently denied. By you I assume? ‘I focused on Naylor. ‘And you,’ I moved to Talbot. ‘And you, Caxton.’ I walked across the front of the fire, eyeing them one at a time.

‘It was a scurrilous lie,’ Talbot growled.

‘No it wasn’t,’ I snapped back. ‘Carlisle was a traitor. He deserved his reputation. Bullen was at least right in that.’

‘Boris was a patriot,’ Miranda broke in. ‘It was the only good thing about him.’

‘Why don’t I retell the tale of what really happened in Montreuil-sur-Mer? And the gold? And Carlisle’s treachery?’ I took another stroll across the hearthrug and then stopped at the vacant armchair, which I’d told Dicks to place near the fire where I could see them all. I sat down, crossed my legs and smiled. ‘Carlisle had German sympathies. He thought Britain was a lost cause, that we were bound to lose, and lose badly. He wanted to be ready for the inevitable, he was the chairman of a major chemical company, he must have had money although presumably he wasn’t as wealthy as he thought he should be. I imagine he was keen to show his worth to his German friends, so he devised a simple plan. He would pressure his fellow senior directors to accept a shortcut to the production of diphosgene. A meeting was arranged with the military, who were increasingly desperate to do away with the clouds of noxious gas that was impossible to control. I suspect Carlisle called this meeting far sooner than you’d wanted, didn’t he Naylor?’

He was still angry, but had little choice but to reply. ‘Yes, Alfred Moreton and I argued against it for weeks, but he insisted on setting the date before Christmas. Then just three days before we were due to leave he told us he’d been offered the German formula and we should buy it. I was furious, we were close to finalising our own product, if he’d only waited another month or two we might have been ready. As it was, Carlisle was forcing us to lie to the military by calling the meeting in France when he did.’

‘And yet despite your fury, you agreed to authorise the release of gold from company funds,’ I said.

‘Carlisle said that we’d not only have the German formula but we’d know what they’d learned and how far advanced they were in their research.’

‘So you and Moreton agreed to release the sovereigns–’ I said and was then cut off.

‘Mr Wolfe,’ Lady Eleanor spoke quite loudly and with determination. ‘My husband was a peaceful man. He was a research chemist, that is all he ever wanted to do. He was bullied into agreeing to it. I remember that period, it wore him down, he was nervous and upset for months over what was going on.’

‘Thank you, Lady Eleanor, I’m sure he was,’ I replied. ‘Bullen was close to Carlisle, even though he wasn’t a full board member at that time. He was due to attend the meeting in France, he knew about the gold, and the plan to buy the formula. He even knew the name of the Swiss traitor Carlisle had arranged to buy the formula from. It was Joubert.’ I watched them. None of them moved, though none of them contradicted the story either. ‘When the ACE delegation arrived at Montreuil-sur-Mer the first thing Carlisle did was have a quiet talk with you, Caxton, didn’t he?’

‘Don’t say anything, Simon,’ Hortensia told him. ‘It is an outrage to grill us like this in our own home.’

‘Be quiet,’ I barked at her. ‘This is an official investigation by the Home Office.’

Her cheeks turned puce and she glowered at me, but she held her pursed mouth shut.

‘Hortensia, please,’ Caxton waved an ineffectual hand. ‘I must cooperate, although I abhor your methods, Wolfe.’ He looked me in the eye. ‘Carlisle told me he was to receive some vital information from the enemy. Information that would help ACE and the war effort. I really didn’t want to be involved, but felt I had no choice – and he was very insistent. In the end I agreed to his request.’

‘And you, Major Talbot?’ I turned to him.

He looked at me from under heavy lids. ‘I was not in favour. This was clandestine behaviour, I said very clearly we should defer it to intelligence when we returned to HQ.’

‘But it would be too late by then,’ I continued. ‘And Colonel Caxton had already agreed. So the woman, Elsa Svenson, was admitted into the Chateau later that night. Naylor, you told me that you and Bullen went to attend the meeting between Carlisle and Elsa in his room.’ I turned to him.

‘Yes,’ he confirmed.

‘Not Moreton?’ I asked.

‘No, it was too much for him, we left him out of it,’ Naylor replied.

‘The scene you described to me, of Carlisle counting out the gold to give to Elsa in exchange for the formula was an act of theatre wasn’t it?’

His jaw dropped just a little, but it was enough to give him away.

‘Just tell me the truth,’ I demanded harshly. ‘I’ve had enough of the fairytales.’

‘I…’ he started, but paused in shock.

‘George?’ Miranda turned to him.

‘Answer the question,’ I demanded.

He tried to straighten his shoulders, pull himself together, but I could see he was shaken. ‘Yes, very well, it was an act, but I didn’t know it at the time.’

‘Carlisle truly was a traitor, he had arranged to sell the formula ACE had been working so hard to perfect, to the enemy. Elsa wasn’t there to receive gold, she was there to hand gold over. Carlisle arranged the drama so he could not only keep ACE’s sovereigns but he was going to add to it with German gold. And Bullen found out. How did he find out?’ My eyes were still on Naylor.

‘I don’t know,’ Naylor said. ‘I’d believed the charade Carlisle had set up. He must have devised it with Joubert, and the girl was obviously in on it too. When she gave Carlisle the piece of paper with the German formula on, I read it carefully, but as I said, it had to be tested. I then gave it to Bullen, but he turned it over and examined the paper, as well as what was written on it. I thought it was strange at the time, but then it was all strange, and I can tell you I was bloody angry at being dragged into it.’

‘How long before you realised what had happened?’ I asked.

‘After the war, and after he’d taken my place as chairman,’ he replied.

‘There was someone here who already knew the truth,’ I continued. ‘But had been too frightened to tell it.’ I turned to face him. ‘Weren’t you, Caxton.’

His face had paled but his cheeks now flushed as I regarded him. ‘No, no.’

‘Just tell me,’ I said.

‘I can’t, I can’t,’ he was trembling, hand shaking, his jaw quivering.

‘Simon?’ Hortensia looked at him. ‘What is this? Are you hiding important information?’

‘I was in charge,’ he spoke directly to her. ‘I had given permission for the trollope to enter the building. They would have stripped me of my rank if they’d have found out. Even now…my pension, and my good name…I’d lose it all. I couldn’t say anything.’

‘Say what?’ Talbot sat up. ‘Simon, what did you know?’

Lady Eleanor leaned forward too. ‘It is your duty, Simon, you cannot hide the truth.’

He looked as though he wanted to sink through the chair but realised he was caught. ‘The guard came and told me the woman had gone, I’d told him to keep me informed. The whole business had unnerved me, it was utterly irregular. Next morning I went to Carlisle’s room meaning to have it out with him, I was incensed that he’d put me in such a position–’

‘Was the story you told about barging in on Carlisle with the pen a lie?’ I cut in.

‘No, not quite. I wanted to see her, and what he was doing,’ he replied, his voice tight but a little more under control. ‘But when I entered his room that morning, Carlisle was dead, lying on the bed with a knife in his neck, blood all over the blankets. You,’ he turned to Naylor. ‘You came in, so did Bullen. He said Carlisle’s murder could jeopardise the whole project. It might even destroy the company and our careers and even more of our soldiers would die because of the gas. He kept saying the girl did it, and I nodded. I wanted to believe it.’

‘Until Naylor found the proof that Bullen had done it.’ I paused and turned to Miranda. ‘Or was it you who found the actual proof?’ I asked her.

‘Miranda,’ Naylor snapped a warning.

She flushed. ‘George, I have sworn to tell the truth, we should all tell what we know,’ she said then addressed me. ‘Yes, Mr Wolfe, I found the proof when George asked me to search for it.’

Naylor was frowning, but then sighed in defeat.

I nodded. ‘You told me that Bullen had called ACE headquarters in London to tell security to go and safeguard all of Carlisle’s papers because he had been murdered. What time was the call recorded?’

‘Over an hour before Carlisle’s body was found,’ she replied.

Not everyone grasped the meaning of that and Rosemary had to explain it to Lady Eleanor. I’d already guessed when Naylor had told me Bullen had called ACE headquarters in London to secure Carlisle’s papers. That’s what I’d asked Hector to find out for me last night, and he’d confirmed the times this morning.

‘You blackmailed him, didn’t you?’ I said to Naylor.

‘No, I did not. What I told you was true. When he took over as chairman, I really was far more knowledgeable than anyone else in the company. He needed my cooperation and I made sure he paid heavily for it.’

‘And the realisation of Bullen’s guilt and the timing of the call to London came later, did it?’

‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘It was after Alfred Moreton died. I was saddened by it all, and I’d been convinced Bullen had killed Carlisle. When Bullen looked at the formula Elsa gave him, he was more interested in the paper. I think he recognised it. Carlisle himself might have written it and gave it to Elsa as part of the deception. Carlisle spoke German, so it wouldn’t be too difficult. Bullen made a point of discovering people’s secrets, he was friendly with the security staff, I suspect he bribed some of them for information. He flirted with the secretaries and the typists. He heard the gossip and the innuendo, he used it to control people. He was like that.’

‘So Bullen had worked out what Carlisle’s game was and decided to kill him for it. And he stole the gold Carlisle had gathered from ACE and Joubert, which I suspect was his real motive,’ I said. ‘I’m assuming the gold was never found.’

‘Correct,’ Talbot said. ‘But at the time everyone believed the girl had taken it away with her.’

‘If Elsa had wanted to steal gold, she could have simply taken the bagful Joubert had given her, she wouldn’t have had to enter the chateau, or kill Carlisle,’ I berated them, although I was pleased that Elsa was finally exonerated. ‘Once you unpicked the whole story you’d have seen that, but when I arrived here you kept up this lie, telling me Kristin had killed Bullen, because she was Elsa, and Elsa had killed Carlisle. It was all lies.’

‘But Elsa could have been in on it with Bullen,’ Caxton complained. ‘For a long time we barely knew half the story.’

‘But then you learned the whole story,’ I continued. ‘And still you lied.’


Chapter 23

No one replied to that, they looked at each other, then into the distance, or the fire, or their hands. Apart from Felix.

‘I didn’t have a clue about any of this,’ he said.

‘Nor me,’ Rosemary said. ‘It sounds pretty despicable, and Bullen deserved what happened to him. So did Carlisle.’

‘Why now?’ I asked, then answered the question when no one replied. ‘Kristin was one reason. Bullen had spotted her in the street and stopped the car instantly. He thought she was Elsa, and Elsa would be able to refute his lie about her killing Carlisle. But Kristin wasn’t Elsa, and he decided to play a game. He took her around town, to restaurants, shops, probably even into ACE headquarters in Great Marlborough Street. Talk would have spread, his compatriots in the clubs would have heard it. You, Caxton, Talbot, Naylor, you’d have all heard it. And one or more of you saw him with Kristin, and it ripped the story back open again, didn’t it. Why did Bullen do it? He was more at risk than any of you.’

‘It would have amused him,’ Naylor replied. ‘We’d be getting het up, thinking to accuse him, confronting him, trying to persuade her to give evidence only to find she wasn’t Elsa. It would have made us a laughing stock if we’d attempted to do anything.’

‘I thought she was Elsa,’ Caxton said, almost to himself.

‘We weren’t sure, but we discussed it at length,’ Naylor said.

‘Where?’ I asked.

‘Here, and in private, at the club,’ Naylor replied.

‘There was only one person who might be a danger to Bullen and that was Joubert,’ I stated.

‘Yes,’ Naylor agreed. ‘Because he would know about Carlisle’s double cross, and Bullen’s guilt, and the missing gold. Including the gold Joubert must have supplied.’

‘And someone here decided to make use of that information and blackmail Bullen themselves. For gold. All they had to do was send a message from this ‘Joubert’. Bullen seemed to think you sent the message, Naylor,’ I said to him.

‘Why?’ He looked surprised. I looked at Miranda and decided not to explain that Bullen had called her before he’d arrived here.

‘Who knew the whole story about Joubert, the gold and Carlisle’s treachery?’ I gazed at them as I leaned back against the cushions, the fire warm, almost soporific beside me. ‘All of you,’ I said.

‘Not me,’ Rosemary said.

‘Nor me,’ Felix echoed.

‘Yes you did,’ I replied. ‘I expect your godfather told you all about it, all his fears, Bullen’s new girlfriend who might be Elsa. This is your home, isn’t it Felix. When you’re not in London with Rosemary, you’re here, or at the club. You have nowhere else to go, and nothing else to do. After all, you don’t have a job, do you.’

His cheeks turned a shade pink. He blinked, then shrugged. ‘I’d rather not get involved.’

‘How well are your investments going, Felix?’ I asked him in a conversational tone.

‘Really well. I told you, I’m good at it,’ he snapped. ‘I’m going to America in a couple of weeks, that’s where the real money is.’

‘And yet you are reduced to washing your own socks,’ I said.

‘What?’ he gazed at me. ‘What are you talking about?’

Rosemary turned to him. ‘You washed your socks?’

‘They were the ones you gave me from Harrods,’ he spoke harshly.

‘You need money to move to America,’ I said. ‘And if you want to play the stock market you need a great deal of money, and you need dollars in America, or gold, which is welcome anywhere.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Hortensia demanded. ‘Why are you attacking Felix like this? I really have had enough of you, Mr Wolfe. I am going to call the police.’

I ignored her, my eyes on Felix. ‘You heard all the talk, all the secrets from your godfather and you saw a chance to solve all of your problems in one go. Blackmail Bullen into bringing gold here, kill him and blame it on the girl.’

‘Shut up you bloody fool,’ he shouted at me. ‘Shut up. I don’t need gold, I’ve already made my fortune–’

‘You’re lying,’ I cut him off with my own lie. ‘You’re broke, you have no idea how to invest, you’ve lost everything, including Rosemary’s money.’

‘What?’ Rosemary turned on him. ‘Felix … you haven’t, have you? Tell me that’s not true.’

‘No, darling, he’s making it all up. He has no idea what he’s talking about,’ Felix said, though his flushed cheeks were undermining him.

‘You haven’t lost my money, Felix?’ Rosemary demanded. ‘Please tell me you haven’t,’ the rising panic evident in her tone.

‘Yes he has,’ I said, turning the screw. ‘That’s why he came up with the plan to blackmail Bullen. And you agreed to it. Did you write the suicide note? I can have it analysed, there are methods to detect finger prints on paper now,’ I raised my voice. ‘Your idiot fiancé has put your neck into the same noose he’s facing. He murdered Bullen, he murdered Kristin, he subdued her with chloroform and cut her wrist open, we have proof of it all.’

‘No, no,’ she cried. ‘I didn’t do anything. He did it, it was him. It was all his idea. You have to believe me.’

‘Quiet, you fool,’ he shouted in response, rising to his feet. ‘Don’t say another word, they’re lying.’

‘You burned the gloves, Felix,’ I taunted him. ‘You should have burned the socks, too.’

‘Why, why?’ Rosemary yelled at Felix. ‘I told you to burn them. Look what you’ve done. They found out, you stupid, stupid fool.’

‘Fox.’ I turned to where he was standing on the other side of the fireplace, seemingly mesmerised.

‘What?’ he asked.

‘Handcuffs,’ I said.

He looked nonplussed. ‘Um, I don’t actually have any, old chap.’

‘You are supposed to be the police,’ I said, while Felix and Rosemary continued to scream at each other. Talbot had risen to his feet, so had Naylor. Hortensia and Caxton stared in horror, barely comprehending what was going on.

‘Sir.’ Dicks came over. ‘I have the handcuffs you gave me this morning.’ He held them out.

‘Right,’ Fox took them. ‘I might need a hand.’

‘Cuff them to each other,’ I ordered, then stood up and grabbed Felix by the shoulder, almost yanking him off his feet. Rosemary screamed when Fox grabbed her wrist and held it aloft then snapped one bracelet of the cuffs around it. I attached the other to Felix, then pushed them both down onto the nearest vacant sofa. ‘Sit down and shut up,’ I ordered. Rosemary burst into loud wailing sobs, while Felix stared at the handcuff in utter horror.

‘What is this all about?’ Hortensia shouted. ‘What is this talk about socks? You are not making sense. Why are you doing this?’

‘Wolfe, will you explain what the devil is going on,’ Naylor demanded.

Miranda raised her hand to her cheek. ‘This isn’t possible. You were talking about two murders and now socks?’

Fox decided to elucidate. ‘There was a footprint in the snow leading to where Boris Bullen was murdered,’ he stood aside from where Felix and Rosemary were still arguing viciously with each other. ‘But it didn’t have a tread. It was really very simple, Felix had put his socks over his shoes to disguise the tread. This rendered us unable to find the shoes, but Dicks saw him wash his socks and mentioned it to us. Wolfe put two and two together.’

‘But Felix is my godson,’ Caxton was shaken to the core. ‘How could he…Hortensia, can this be true?’

‘Oh dear God, I think it is.’ She looked at him then suddenly dashed a tear from her eye. ‘He was always so spoiled, Simon, and uncaring. Oh, this is sheer torment. Just when he was about to leave us,’ she held back a sob.

I eyed her. ‘Has Felix been a problem?’ I asked her.

She nodded and pulled a handkerchief from a pocket to sniff into. ‘He has squandered his entire inheritance and is constantly begging us for money. We were financing his move to America. We were so relieved to be free of him at last.’

‘Hortensia.’ Caxton was pale, his hands trembling. ‘Is it true? He has murdered Bullen, and then the woman?’

‘Mr Wolfe believes it, and so do I,’ she replied.

Lady Eleanor came to her side. ‘Oh, my dear, I am so sorry. This is appalling.’

Talbot came too. ‘We will have the police here. They will get to the bottom of it.’

‘Yes, Scotland Yard,’ Naylor agreed, then looked at me. ‘I know you must be authorised for this Wolfe, but I want to see some conventional policemen in here.’

‘I agree,’ I said. ‘Please put in a call, then we can hand these murderers over.’


Chapter 24

The local police arrived half an hour later, during which time Felix and Rosemary alternated between screaming insults and accusations at each other, and demanding to be let loose.

The rest of the household decamped to the safety of the library, apart from Talbot and Naylor. They remained in case of need, but also had more questions for me and Fox. I let Fox answer them – I’d had enough of the whole household and wanted some quiet time to clear my mind.

I’d sent Dicks to pack, he’d been rather upset that I hadn’t used a single piece of evidence. ‘Evidence and clues lead you along the path to the conclusion,’ I’d explained. ‘But logic drives the result.’

He muttered to himself over that, then went off to gather everything up, determined to hand it to the police. The gold was still missing too, and I could hardly truss Felix up and beat its whereabouts from him, so I had to bargain.

‘I don’t have any gold, you’re being ridiculous,’ he’d shouted at me so I’d turned to Rosemary. ‘If you cooperate, you’ll only serve a few years. Either that or you can stand by your fiancé and hang.’

‘It’s buried by the narrow gateway behind the house,’ she almost spat the words out. ‘There’s an old mounting block there with a holly bush growing over it, we shoved it under its branches and covered it with snow. And I hate you, you fiend. I hope pain and misery follow you to the end of your days,’ she screeched, her lips curling in an ugly snarl.

I went out to collect the bag myself, taking Wilf to scamper through the snow, a joyful little soul and a delightful contrast to the day so far. Two police cars were parked in front of the house when I arrived back with Bullen’s leather bag. The square toed shoes were inside along with the gold. It was quite heavy. I handed it to a nervous constable, who almost dropped it in surprise. I told him to keep it safe, then returned indoors.

A couple more constables were in the hall, Hobbs was hovering in dismay, the coppers looked rather overwhelmed by the prestigious gathering and the gravity of the crimes. After yet more lengthy explanations, Felix and Rosemary were led away in handcuffs, still arguing bitterly, their voices harsh in the cold clear air. Felix maintained his innocence to the end, while Rosemary continued to insist it had all been his idea, her words forming white mist that dissipated quickly in the bitter cold.

‘Clever hiding place,’ Fox remarked as we made our way up to my bedroom. ‘He probably planned to collect them after the police investigation concluded and everyone had left.’

‘Poor Miss Kristin,’ Dicks said sadly, carefully packing Wilf’s blanket and food bowl. He’d already packed my bags, they were waiting in a neat line by the door. ‘She never had a chance, did she sir? They planned to kill her from the moment Mr Bullen arrived with her.’

‘Felix knew about her before they even arrived here,’ I said. ‘Caxton had seen Bullen with her around London and told Felix he was worried about what it might mean. Felix realized she would make the perfect scapegoat – a foreigner with no family here, and resembling the woman everyone pretended had committed murder in France.’

Fox was wrestling with his fake moustache, trying to remove the spirit gum. ‘The irony is that their plan was actually quite good. If they hadn’t made those small mistakes – the socks, the minor errors in the suicide note – they might have got away with it.’

‘No,’ I said firmly. ‘They were amateurs attempting a professional crime. Rosemary panicked the moment she thought their money was gone, and Felix was too arrogant to cover his tracks properly. They would have been caught eventually.’

Dicks looked thoughtful. ‘What about this Joubert person, sir? Will we ever find out who he really was?’

‘Perhaps,’ I replied. Joubert remained a mystery, and I wanted enlightenment, and I knew damn well Hector hadn’t told me the half of it.

I didn’t want to wait any longer, the household were twitching with grief and I wanted to be on the road. Dicks packed the Bugatti as Fox, in his trenchcoat and shoddy suit, clutched his worn suitcase by the passenger door.

‘For god’s sake get in,’ I told him. ‘And dig the map out from under the seat, I don’t want to get lost on the way back.’

He tossed Dicks his case, grinned his lopsided smile and climbed in. I cranked the car, the engine roared into life and I drove her out of the gates with a grim smile of satisfaction.

* * *

The Bugatti handled the roads admirably, though progress was slow through the winter landscape. Fox sat in the passenger seat, the map open on his lap. Dicks occupied the back with Wilf, who always seemed delighted by any adventure. The little dog kept poking his head between our seats to watch the countryside roll past.

‘Strange to think it’s Christmas Eve tomorrow,’ Fox mused as I navigated carefully through a small town, passing bundled up folk hurrying with baskets from one brightly lit shop to the next.

‘Where will you spend it?’ I asked.

‘Not sure, I haven’t had time to set up any digs yet,’ he replied simply. ‘Probably somewhere quiet. You?’

‘My London house.’ I didn’t elaborate. Christmas had held no joy for me since my family’s death, and this year’s events had only reinforced that sentiment.

‘I could cook Christmas dinner, sirs,’ Dicks piped up from the back seat. ‘I know how to do a proper roast. My mum taught me before I went into service.’

Fox turned to grin at him. ‘That’s a generous offer, young Dicks.’

‘It would be my pleasure, sirs. After everything that’s happened, it would be nice to have something cheerful to do.’

I found myself oddly touched by the suggestion, though I didn’t respond immediately.

We stopped at a roadside inn, its Tudor beams dark against whitewashed walls now dusted with snow. The attendant came to fill the tank, his hands red with cold, his face barely visible behind a knitted muffler. I went inside the warm interior to find a telephone and place a call to London. I waited for the connection to go through, watching Fox and Dicks through the frosted windows, stamping their feet on the snowy forecourt, their breath creating small clouds under the glowing lamps.

‘Wolfe,’ Hector’s voice was crisp despite the poor line. ‘I assume the matter is concluded?’

‘Felix Salthouse and Rosemary Walsh. Both arrested for the murders of Boris Bullen and Kristin Linden. Financial motive, they learned about Carlisle’s murder from Caxton.’

‘Ah. Young love and greed. A nasty combination.’ There was a pause. ‘And the historical matter?’

‘Resolved. Bullen murdered Carlisle in 1915, stole the gold. Carlisle was a traitor, so Bullen’s rumours about him were accurate, though his motives were pure theft rather than patriotism.’

‘Something of a surprise, but a satisfactory conclusion.’ Another pause. ‘And what of Elsa Svenson? I assume her involvement became clearer during your investigation.’

I hesitated, and turned away from the window and the world outside. ‘She delivered gold to Carlisle as part of his treacherous arrangement with the Germans. She was sent in as a courier by Joubert and paid a handful of coins for her trouble.’

‘A good result, but what I want to know, Wolfe, is what became of her. You’ve never provided a full account.’

The familiar weight of guilt settled on my shoulders. ‘She was murdered. Just after the war ended. In Switzerland.’

‘Murdered by whom?’ His voice had sharpened with interest.

‘Unknown. I found her body at a chalet near Finhaut. Shot through the heart, hands bound.’ I kept my voice steady with an effort. ‘I gave her a burial in the lake.’

‘Finhaut.’ Hector was quiet for a moment. ‘That’s interesting. Tell me, what else did you observe?’

‘Signs of a struggle. She’d been taken from the chalet, driven to the lake. No coat, no shoes.’

‘And you never reported this to me because...?’

‘Because she’d been stealing, Hector. Taking money from consignments, keeping bribes. I thought you’d see it as justice served.’ The admission tasted bitter.

‘Ah.’ Another long pause. ‘And what do you know of Joubert?’

‘Only what emerged from this case. He was Carlisle’s German contact. Swiss, apparently.’

‘Indeed. I’ve been hunting Joubert for a number of years, Wolfe. He’s a facilitator – moves money, trades secrets, and buys people. He operates from Switzerland using multiple identities. Very careful, very dangerous.’ Hector’s voice had taken on the tone he used when discussing his most wanted quarry. ‘Elsa’s murder has all the hallmarks of his work.’

The words hit me like a physical blow. I gripped the telephone tighter. ‘You think Joubert killed her?’

‘It’s possible, or by his orders. She would have known too much about his operations, his clients. Perhaps she’d outlived her usefulness, or become a liability.’

I closed my eyes, seeing Elsa’s face staring up at me as she sank into the water. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you were hunting him?’

‘He goes by many names, and because I needed to know what you knew. Information flows both ways, Wolfe.’

The rebuke was deserved. I should have told him about Elsa years ago, should have trusted him with the truth. But admitting Elsa’s criminal activities would have tainted the memory of what we’d shared, would have reduced her to just another wartime casualty of greed and corruption.

‘I want to find him,’ I said quietly.

‘I thought you might. But Joubert isn’t a quarry for a lone wolf, no matter how skilled. If we’re to catch him, it will require patience, resources, and coordination. Are you prepared to work within those constraints?’

I thought of Elsa in my arms, the weight of her body as I’d lowered her into the dark water, of the gold coins she’d shown me that Christmas, that had so excited her. She was still innocent then, but I think she’d seen the possibilities that gold could buy. I’d never told her about my inheritance, some instinct warning me that she might see the money as more attractive than the man. I’d often wondered if honesty might have saved her life.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’m prepared to work with you on this.’ A thought struck me, cold and sharp as the winter air outside. ‘Hector, tell me about Kristin. Was it really a coincidence that she was in London, working in Great Marlborough Street where Bullen was likely to spot her?’

Silence stretched between us, filled only with the crackle of the poor connection.

‘Hector?’

‘She was given employment at Liberty’s,’ he said finally. ‘The store is, as you note, conveniently close to ACE headquarters.’

The pieces fell into place with sickening clarity. ‘You orchestrated this. How long have you known about her?’

‘Since she was in Saint-Quentin, making enquiries about her cousin. The Englishman she met – he was former army, he’d stayed on after the war after marrying locally – he reported a Swedish woman asking questions about Elsa Svenson. Given our interest in that particular case, I arranged to keep track of her movements.’

I gripped the telephone tightly. ‘You used her as bait.’

‘I hoped that if Joubert was still active, and if he believed Elsa had returned from the dead, he might make contact. Or attempt to silence her, revealing himself in the process.’

‘Instead, Bullen spotted her first.’

‘An unforeseen complication, yes. Though it did lead to useful revelations about the Carlisle matter.’ His tone was maddeningly calm. ‘The confirmation that Carlisle was indeed a traitor, the truth about Bullen’s crime – these are not insignificant outcomes.’

‘Kristin is dead, Hector.’ My voice was harsh with anger. ‘An innocent woman died because of your manipulations.’

‘People die in war, Wolfe. And make no mistake – what we do is a continuation of that war by other means. Kristin Linden was a casualty, yes, and I regret that. But she volunteered for danger the moment she began asking questions about her cousin.’

I wanted to argue, to rage at his cold calculation, but I recognised the truth in his words. Kristin had come to London seeking answers about Elsa. Her resemblance to her cousin had made her a target from the moment she arrived. Whether Hector had guided events or not, she would have been in danger.

‘It didn’t flush Joubert out,’ I said bitterly.

‘No. But he is still active, still dangerous. And now we know he may have killed Elsa.’ There was a pause. ‘Your guilt is understandable, Wolfe, but misplaced. The responsibility for Kristin’s death lies with her killers, not with those trying to bring criminals to justice.’

‘I might have saved her.’

‘You can’t save them all. I’ll see you and Fox this evening. We have much to discuss…how did he perform?’

‘Sufficiently,’ I said, choosing my response carefully. I turned back to glance through the window to where he was entertaining Dicks with some story that had the lad laughing.

‘I thought he would. Fox was awarded the Victoria Cross. Saved his entire company at Passchendaele, though the experience rather damaged him afterwards. Too much killing, even in a just cause. He was caught up in some unfortunate business after the war – his family was fleeced, it caused a tragedy and he sought revenge – he did nothing dishonourable, but it was rather too extreme to be easily forgiven. I thought working with someone of your... particular skills might help him find purpose again.’

That explained much about Fox’s behavior, his competence under pressure, and his bitterness about money and privilege. A war hero reduced to poverty and crime, then given a chance at redemption.

‘He has potential,’ I admitted.

‘I’m pleased to hear you say it. And young Dicks?’

‘Surprisingly useful,’ I replied. ‘He has good instincts and keen observation skills.’

‘Excellent. We may make use of both of them.’

He rang off, and I returned to the car where Fox and Dicks were sharing a bag of sweets they’d purchased from the inn, huddled together for warmth, their cheeks reddened by the cold.

‘Toffee, sir?’ Dicks offered, holding out the bag.

‘No, thank you.’ The attendant cranked the engine while we climbed in. I paid him and added a tip. ‘Hector wants to see us this evening. It seems you’ve both made a favorable impression.’

Fox raised an eyebrow. ‘Does that mean we’re to work together again?’

‘Possibly. That’s a decision for Hector.’ I was noncommittal.

‘I’d like that, sir,’ Dicks said, the toffee muffling his voice. ‘And so would you, Mr Fox.’

‘I might,’ he eyed me. ‘You’re less insufferable than I initially thought.’

‘High praise indeed,’ I said dryly, pulling back onto the road.

As London’s lights appeared in the distance, gleaming faintly sulphurous through the falling snow, I found myself thinking not of Elsa – for once – but of the future. The city’s familiar silhouette emerged gradually from the white veil, its chimneys sending up countless ribbons of smoke against the pewter sky. Street lamps had begun to flicker on, creating pools of golden light in the snowy streets, and the few hardy souls still abroad moved quickly, their forms dark against the white. Perhaps Hector was right to surround himself with the lost and broken. Perhaps we could find purpose in protecting others from the kind of evil that had claimed Kristin Linden and so many others.

‘Sir?’ Dicks said quietly from the back seat. ‘About Christmas dinner. I meant what I said. If you’d like company, that is.’

I glanced in the mirror and saw his earnest face, hopeful but trying not to appear presumptuous. Beside me, Fox was studiously staring ahead, but I sensed he was listening.

‘That sounds pleasant, Dicks. Fox, you’re welcome to join us.’

‘If you’re sure,’ Fox said carefully. ‘I wouldn’t want to impose.’

‘You wouldn’t be. It’s settled then…and you can find a corner to bunk down for the night in my place, if you like.’

He grinned. ‘I rather think I would, old chap.’

‘Um, sir. Can I stay too?’ Dicks asked. ‘My Mum lives in Devon now, and it’s too far to go tonight. Specially if I’ve got to get back–’

‘Yes, fine,’ I said, and steered the car towards St James’s.

I realised that for the first time in years, I was actually looking forward to Christmas Day. Snow continued to fall gently, settling on the Bugatti’s bonnet and windscreen, transforming London into a winter wonderland where even the soot-stained buildings looked clean in their white mantles. Not because the season held any particular joy, but because I wouldn’t be spending it alone.

Sometimes, that was enough.

* * *
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Book 3: The Curse of Braeburn Castle

Book 4: Death in Damascus

Book 5: The Monks Hood Murders

Book 6: The Tomb of the Chatelaine

Book 7: The Mystery of Montague Morgan

Book 8: The Birdcage Murders

Book 9: A Wreath of Red Roses

Book 10: Murder at Ashton Steeple

Book 11: The Belvedere Murders

Book 12: The Twelve Saints of Christmas

Book 13: Valentine’s Day Murder

Book 14: The Gathering of Clan McFee

Book 15: The Murder of Viscount Montcrief - ready for pre-order now

Here’s the list of the Miss Busby series to date.

Book 1: Murder at Little Minton

Book 2: Death of a Penniless Poet

Book 3: The Lord of Cold Compton

Book 4: A Very Elegant Murder

Book 5: The Mystery of the Midnight Swan – ready for pre-order now.

There are Audio versions of the Heathcliff Lennox series read by Sam Dewhurst-Phillips, who is superb. He ‘acts’ all the voices – it’s just as if listening to a radio play. 

The audio versions of Miss Busby Investigates are narrated by the amazing Corrie James and extremely popular. These can be found on Amazon, Audible and Apple Books.

Click on this link for all audible versions.


A little about Karen Baugh Menuhin

1920s, Cozy crime, Traditional Detectives, Downton Abbey – I love them! Along with my family, my dog and my cat.

At 60 I decided to write, I don’t know why but suddenly the stories came pouring out, along with the characters. Eccentric Uncles, stalwart butlers, idiosyncratic servants, machinating Countesses, and the hapless Major Heathcliff Lennox. A whole world built itself upon the page and I just followed along.

Now, some years later I have reached number 1 in USA and sold over a million books. It’s been a huge surprise, and goes to show that it’s never too late to try something new.

I grew up in the military, often on RAF bases but preferring to be in the countryside when we could. I adore whodunnits, art and history of any description.

I have two amazing sons – Jonathan and Sam Baugh, and his wife, Wendy, and five grandchildren, Charlie, Joshua, Isabella-Rose, Scarlett and Hugo.

My wonderful husband is Krov Menuhin, a retired film maker, US special forces veteran and eldest son of the violinist, Yehudi Menuhin.

We live in the Cotswolds.

For more information you can contact me via my email address, karenmenuhinauthor@littledogpublishing.com

Karen Baugh Menuhin is a member of The Crime Writers Association, The Author’s Guild, The Alliance of Independent Authors and The Society of Authors.
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