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      ONE: KATE

      “I understand,” said Kate Wakefield, trying not to sound as infuriated as she felt. “No worries. These things happen. Uh-huh. Yes. Absolutely. Bye, love.”

      Her eight-year-old nephew, Henry, looked up from his comic book. “I have a bad feeling about this,” he said in a voice soaked with gloom. The kid had a flair for the dramatic.

      “Hannah’s poorly. Probably a cold. She can’t come and watch you guys. And the agency can’t send someone on short notice.”

      “I’m not bothered. Ritchie and I will be fine.”

      Kate looked at Henry fondly. It was absolutely true—he was capable of minding his thirty-four-year-old uncle. Lord knew he’d done it before when Kate’s Scotland Yard duties were imperative, and Ritchie’s paid carer couldn’t be there. But, although it wasn’t illegal to leave Henry home alone with Ritchie for a few hours, it wasn’t wise. He overestimated his ability to deal with Ritchie, who stood five-foot-eleven and weighed ten stone.

      On good days, Ritchie was interested in two things: LEGO and telly. On bad days, which the family called meltdowns, he could only be soothed with junk food and reassurance from Kate, who was loving but firm. A panicked Ritchie sometimes beat his fists against the wall or windmilled his arms. Once or twice in her life, Kate had caught a wild fist in the face. She didn’t want to come home and find Henry with a black eye. And lately, Ritchie had developed a dangerous new obsession—reshaping LEGO bricks with heat.

      “No can do, kiddo. Not until you-know-who stops putting LEGOs in the you-know-what.”

      “But Tony,” he groaned. “He’s taking you out.”

      Henry, who’d lived mainly in the company of various women plus Ritchie, was besotted with Tony Hetheridge. Her never-married boss, who’d previously had no children of any age in his life, treated Henry like a short, baby-faced peer. Given that he was actually a Peer—Lord Anthony Hetheridge, ninth Baron Wellegrave—Henry felt doubly special.

      “It’s not the end of the world,” she told him. “We’ll get together some other time.”

      “I’ll unplug the microwave.”

      “Ritchie knows how to turn on the cooker.”

      “I’ll watch him like a hawk.”

      “What about when you need the loo?”

      “Don’t you want to go?”

      Kate was startled by how easily the eight-year-old put his finger on what she’d imagined was well-concealed ambivalence. The night of their first murder case, when Tony had exited a charity ball and picked her up in evening dress, she’d flirted shamelessly with him. Partly because she was an East End Wakefield from a long line of heedless, bet-it-all-on-red women. Partly because she’d sensed his attraction to her and his determination to keep it under wraps. It was a delicious, irresistible tension she’d enjoyed, but expected to dissolve like a dream in the morning light.

      Except it hadn’t dissolved for Tony. That became obvious when he gave her a tour of his London home, Wellegrave House. It could have been a perilous situation—he was her guv, her mentor, and her last chance at the Yard. But he wasn’t the sort who would impose himself on a woman. Her career advancement would never hinge on his demands or her acquiescence.

      But then, life got weird, as it often did for heedless Wakefield women. She fell pregnant by an ex-boyfriend, a bone idle musician called Dylan, and barely had time to process that bombshell before another dropped. Dylan hadn’t just gone rogue in his usual fashion. He was dead. She’d let herself cry about it on Tony’s shoulder, only to have him shock her with five words: “Why don’t you marry me?”

      Things were tense between them after that. He was probably mortified behind that stiff upper lip; she wondered if they could salvage their working relationship. She didn’t doubt for a moment that she was right to categorically turn him down. He’d surely made the grand gesture in sympathy and would’ve regretted it the first time she said something like, “Hit’s ot in ere, don’t ya fink?” and he saw the looks on his poshie friends’ faces.

      Then she’d made their case’s big break, rushing in when she should have called for backup. It was terrifying being held at gunpoint by somebody with nothing left to lose. But then Tony had saved her life. The crisis—the moment when she thought he’d been killed—had brought a rush of contradictory desires and emotions to the surface. Her feelings for him were beyond admiration for her guv and gratitude to her colleague. How, precisely, they could be defined beyond that, she didn’t know.

      Immediately after the incident, she miscarried, and there had been complications. The doctor had said she was unlikely ever to get pregnant again. Now, her stint in hospital and her mandatory home leave was almost done. In seven days, she would return to the Yard as DS Katherine Wakefield and reclaim the job she loved. In the interim, Tony had asked her out and she’d said yes. But was it the right choice?

      “You look beautiful,” Henry said, as if reading her mind, “Tony will be impressed. This will be the perfect date. I know it will.”

      His complete sincerity, along with his eight-going-on-thirty-eight solemnity, made her want to hug him. Because he’d been turning comic book pages with his left hand and eating peanut butter crackers with his right, she held back. She was wearing the only party dress she owned, a little black number that was, frankly, cheap. One good smear of Pip & Nut and it would be for the bin.

      “A perfect date, huh?”

      Kate had never been on a traditional date in her life. Meetups and hangouts, sure. She’d vibed at parties, unerringly drawn to the hottest, least employable guitar player in the mix. But all the clichés from previous generations—man calls at door, woman answers in a new frock and smelling of Chanel No. 5, fancy restaurant, candlelight, man picks up the check, good-night kiss—were unknown to her. People her age didn’t do that sort of thing anymore.

      Not my kind of people, anyway, she thought. But I’ve seen the cheesy movies. I know the drill.

      “You do like him, don’t you?” Henry asked anxiously.

      Did she like him? Chief Superintendent Anthony Hetheridge had saved her career as well as her life. He was a brilliant detective, rich, and twenty-nine years her senior. Also, he was sex on a stick. One thing you could say about her benefits-scrounging ex-boyfriends: they were all eminently disposable. An affair with this man wouldn’t be just another fling.

      “Of course, I like him,” she said. “I got all glammed up, didn’t I? But if I leave you alone with Ritchie, I’ll be distracted all night, wondering if the flat was on fire.”

      Henry heaved the sigh of the grievously underestimated.

      Kate felt herself wavering. Would a couple of hours really be so dangerous if the microwave was unplugged?

      “I trust you, Hen. I don’t trust Ritchie. He’d dead-set on softening his LEGOs, and we must be careful until he finds a new obsession. Oh, don’t look so tragic,” she added, ruffling his hair. “I’ll ring Tony and explain. We’ll have our date another night.”

      Or maybe we won’t. And maybe that’s for the best, she thought.

      Her mobile chimed. It was Tony.

      “I hope you haven’t left the Yard yet,” she blurted.

      “I have.”

      “Oh. Are you at Wellegrave House?”

      “No.” He chuckled. “Don’t tell me you’ve developed cold feet.”

      “Of course not, it’s just—where are you?” she asked, suddenly suspicious.

      “In your car park.”

      “Right.”

      I can’t cancel on him now, Kate thought. I’ll have to get him to cancel on me.

      “You never said where we were going. Is it casual?”

      “I did say where we were going. It’s called Juno’s, and it’s upmarket. But I’m sure whatever you’re wearing is fine. Standards are relaxed these days.”

      “Right. Yeah. Come up. Please.” She buzzed him in.

      “Hiya,” she said, opening the door to usher him in. “Sorry, the place is a shambles. Come in. Mind the LEGOs in the carpet. And the action figures. And the comic books.”

      He was kitted out in an Armani suit, silk necktie, and wingtips. He looked like this each and every day at the Yard. But her heart sped up for some reason, and she suddenly wished she’d picked up a little.

      “Tony!” Henry hugged him with gusto.

      “How did the maths test go?”

      “I hate word problems. Isn’t Kate beautiful?”

      “She is, indeed.”

      “Thank you. Just let me—” Kate swiped at Tony’s coat, removing
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