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To the friends, family and colleagues who
have helped me through the darkness,
and to Marilyn, who is always there.
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ADMIRALTY OLD BUILDING, LONDON

WEDNESDAY, 31 JANUARY 1917

6.22 A.M.

G‘OOD MORNING, MRS Vane. I say, it’s rather chilly in here. You should light a fire.’

Jonquil Vane looked up from the keys of her typewriter. An unremarkable-looking woman in her mid-thirties, she wore a shapeless overcoat, fingerless gloves and a scarf around her neck. ‘There is a fire,’ she said, nodding towards the tiny, inadequate fireplace where lumps of coal smouldered feebly. ‘There are also gaps around the windows that you could drive a cart through, and a thirty-knot wind from the east. What can I do for you, Mr Kingston?’

Kingston, a balding man in a badly fitting blue uniform with a single wavy gold stripe on each sleeve, consulted the note in his hand. ‘When you’ve a moment, Mrs Vane, we need a few things from the stationery cupboard. Five reams of foolscap, if we may, and twenty bound notebooks. Oh, and a couple of boxes of pencils. If it’s not too much bother,’ he added apologetically.

‘It’s no bother,’ said Mrs Vane. ‘I’ll fetch them now.’

The officer hesitated for a moment. ‘You know, Mrs Vane, I’m sure it’s jolly boring for you to have to keep hopping up and down whenever we need anything. If the stationery cupboard was left unlocked, we could just help ourselves whenever we wanted. We wouldn’t have to keep disturbing you.’

Mrs Vane opened her desk and took out a set of keys. ‘It is precisely because you fellows have a habit of helping yourselves whenever you want, to whatever you want, that the stationery cupboard is locked. It may have escaped your notice, but there is a war on.’

Kingston looked hurt. ‘It’s only a few bits of paper,’ he said defensively.

‘All for the want of a horseshoe nail,’ said Mrs Vane. ‘Shoo. I’ll bring your paper and pencils along directly.’

Obediently, Kingston departed. Mrs Vane went out of her office, closing the door and locking it behind her. The corridor was bare, with distempered white walls and harsh electric lighting that made her eyes ache. Cigarette smoke drifted like haze in the air. Descending the stairs to the first floor, she walked along another corridor to the stationery cupboard, where she inserted her key in the lock and turned the knob.

The door refused to open.

Frowning, she tried again, and then a third time, leaning her weight on the door. Still it did not budge.

‘For heaven’s sake,’ she muttered to herself.

On her feet were a pair of strong leather boots, unladylike but practical in the harsh winter weather. She raised one foot and stamped against the door. Nothing happened. She kicked it again, harder. Another man in uniform looked out from the office across the corridor. ‘What the devil is going on?’ he demanded.

‘The door is jammed,’ said Mrs Vane. ‘Can you give me a hand?’

The officer, who was strongly built and looked like he might have played rugby for his school, approached the door and kicked it very hard. This time it moved, by perhaps half an inch. A few more heavy blows and the gap widened to a couple of feet. Mrs Vane tapped the officer on the arm. ‘That’s good enough. I can squeeze in now.’

‘You want to call a fitter,’ the officer said. ‘Get him to put a drop of oil on those hinges.’

‘Good idea. Thank you.’

The man went back into his own office and closed the door. Mrs Vane stepped into the stationery cupboard, turned on the electric light, and stopped abruptly. ‘Sweet Jesus,’ she said under her breath.

The room was large, rather larger than the name ‘cupboard’ might imply, perhaps twenty feet by ten, its walls lined with tall wooden shelves, with one door and no windows. The shelves were lined with boxes and cartons of stationery. All was as it should be, apart from the man in navy uniform lying face up on the linoleum floor, almost at Mrs Vane’s feet. His face was blank white. Bloodshot eyes, dark and expressionless, stared up at the ceiling.

She took a deep breath. Steady, she told herself. This is part of your job. You were trained for this. The first priority was to close the door and make sure no one else saw the body; sealing off the scene, they had called it during her training course six months ago. Still tingling with shock, she turned and closed the door. As she did so, she saw that the door had been jammed from the inside with a small wedge of wood. Frowning, she put the wedge into her coat pocket.

She knelt beside the body and touched the man’s neck just in case there might still be a pulse. As she expected, there was none; the waxy face and blank eyes had already told their own story. The man’s skin was cold to the touch. Dead for some time, she thought.

Something caught her eye, a glint of silver between the fingers of the man’s right hand. Lifting the dead hand carefully, she saw a small metal and glass syringe lying on the floor. She lowered the hand again, her face thoughtful.

The cuff of the man’s left shirt sleeve, protruding from under the uniform coat, was unfastened. She looked more closely and saw a smear of blue ink on the smooth white cotton fabric. Carefully pulling back the cuff, she found a series of letters, Thr. of Sat., followed by two sequences of numbers: 2030 2417.

Still kneeling, she began to go through the man’s pockets. She found nothing at first, and that in itself was strange; no keys, no money, no identification papers. Frowning, she reached inside the breast pocket of his uniform and found a small manila envelope. She drew it out, and felt another shock as she saw the MOST SECRET stamp on the outside. The envelope contained a single sheet of paper covered in rows of numbers.
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‘Dear God,’ Mrs Vane said quietly.

She put the paper and envelope into her pocket, rose swiftly and went out, closing the door and locking it behind her. Back in her own office she picked up the telephone receiver and dialled a number.

The call was answered almost at once. ‘Officer of the watch.’

‘Commander Colson,’ Mrs Vane said. ‘There is something you need to see.’

COMMANDER GEORGE COLSON was a tall man in a beautifully tailored naval uniform and a carefully cultivated aura of authority. A senior officer in the naval intelligence division, he was at the moment officer of the watch, responsible for overseeing all operations within the division, including security. He looked impatient as Mrs Vane unlocked the door to the stationery room which, freed of the wedge, now opened smoothly. ‘This way,’ she said, motioning him inside and closing the door behind them.

Colson stood motionless for a moment, staring down at the body. Mrs Vane noticed for the first time how young the dead man was. She thought about the millions who had died over the past two and a half years, blown up, gassed, shot, drowned, and wondered at the bathos of this man dying in a stationery cupboard surrounded by paper clips and pens.

‘Any idea who he is?’ Colson asked finally.

‘No. I’ve never seen him before, and he has no papers.’ She handed over the manila envelope. ‘The only thing in his pockets was this.’

Colson opened the envelope, and she watched the blood drain from his face. ‘God’s truth!’ the commander said. ‘This came from Admiral Hall’s safe!’

‘I know,’ said Mrs Vane, taking the papers and returning them to the envelope. ‘I put it there myself.’

Colson looked again at the body. His authority had deserted him for the moment, and he seemed dazed. ‘How in hell did it end up here?’

‘An excellent question,’ said Mrs Vane, and she waited.

Colson drew a deep breath. ‘Right. Well. At least we’ve recovered it. Return it to the safe as soon as possible, Mrs Vane, and we’ll have to hope that no harm has been done.’

‘I’m afraid it’s too late for that,’ Mrs Vane said sharply. ‘Has it not occurred to you, commander, that this man may have been murdered? And if so, that whoever killed him will also have seen the telegram?’

‘Jesus,’ said the commander. He rubbed his forehead. ‘Wait a moment. This room is always kept locked, am I right?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then if someone killed him, how did they get out? No, it can’t have been murder, Mrs Vane. This fellow must have had some sort of accident, or . . . Who knows, perhaps he committed suicide.’

Mrs Vane looked down at the body, thinking about the syringe concealed beneath the dead hand. What had made Colson think of suicide? ‘Regardless of how he died, Commander, the telegram was still taken. That means we have a security breach. Shall I inform the admiral?’

Colson hesitated. ‘Was anyone with you when you found the body?’

‘No,’ said Mrs Vane. ‘You and I are the only people who know about this.’

‘Then let’s keep it that way, at least for the moment. I’ll inform Blinker myself, once we know the score.’

‘What do you propose to do?’ Mrs Vane asked.

Colson was silent for a few moments, looking around the room. Mrs Vane saw the expression on his face, hesitation bordering on panic. This isn’t just a security breach, she thought. For you, Commander, this is a full-scale disaster.

‘We’re the naval intelligence division of the Admiralty, not Scotland Yard,’ Colson said finally. ‘We need a professional sleuth.’

‘Bringing in an outsider will be risky,’ Mrs Vane warned. ‘Like you said, the fewer people who know, the better.’

‘I know a man in the secret service who will be discreet. I’ve worked with him before, and we can trust him.’

Mrs Vane nodded. ‘Shall I contact Colonel Kell?’

‘Yes. Tell him I need Patrick Gallagher here, as soon as possible.’
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31 JANUARY 1917

7.46 A.M.

THE SUN HAD just risen and an icy wind was blowing down Whitehall, stirring up dust and whirling scraps of newspaper along the street. Cold light washed across the elegant white columns and red-brick façade of the Admiralty Building.

One of the pieces of newspaper bore a headline: GERMANY ANNOUNCES UNRESTRICTED SUBMARINE WARFARE. Gallagher paused for a moment, looking at the stark black words. The news was expected, but hardly welcome. If Germany resumed its policy of sinking merchant ships without warning, vital supplies of food and oil could soon dry up. The war had been raging for two and a half years with neither side able to gain advantage, but now it felt like the tide was beginning to turn against Britain and her allies.

A messenger, a grey-haired man leaning on a stick, waited outside the Admiralty gates. ‘Mr Gallagher? I’ll need to see your identity card, sir.’

Gallagher handed over a printed card. The messenger nodded. ‘Be pleased to follow me, sir.’

The Royal Marine sentries snapped to attention and saluted as they passed. Just for a moment, Gallagher felt nostalgic. As a boy he had joined the marines himself, and although he had handed in his uniform seventeen years ago, the memories were still there. He touched the old scar on his temple. Once a bootneck, always a bootneck, he thought.

The messenger limped heavily, leaning on his stick. ‘You’ll have to forgive me for being slow, sir,’ he said as they crossed the courtyard.

‘Not at all. Were you a navy man?’

‘Yes, sir. I was in the old Hecla, and then with the Naval Brigade in the Sudan. I got a bullet in the hip at El Teb. That was the end of my naval career.’

‘Hard luck.’

‘Not really, sir. Not when you think of all those poor lads who perished at Jutland. More than twelve hundred men died when the Queen Mary blew up.’

Something in his tone caught Gallagher’s attention. ‘You knew someone on the Queen Mary?’

‘My son, sir.’

The Queen Mary was – had been – a battlecruiser, destroyed by a catastrophic explosion in the opening hours of the Battle of Jutland the previous year. Once, Gallagher would have offered his condolences, but no one did that any more; not now, not when everyone had lost a son, or a brother, or a father at sea, or at Gallipoli, or on the Somme. He kept his silence.

‘Bad news in the papers, sir,’ the messenger said after a moment. ‘About the submarines, I mean. I fear we may be facing some difficult times.’

‘Yes,’ said Gallagher.

The messenger spoke again, echoing the thought that was already in Gallagher’s mind. ‘It’s all or nothing now, isn’t it, sir? Everything depends on two questions. Will Russia leave the war? And will the Americans join it?’

‘If you can answer either of those questions, you’ll be a rich man,’ Gallagher said.

‘Aye, sir. But I’d have nothing to spend it on.’

The porters at the door touched their caps in salute. Gallagher followed the messenger into the great hall, up the broad staircase to the first floor and along a corridor to a door with a sign saying STRICTLY NO ENTRANCE. The messenger pushed it open and led the way into the watchkeeper’s office. ‘Welcome to the naval intelligence division, sir. If you care to sign the entrance log, I will take you to Commander Colson.’

A young sub-lieutenant handed over the entrance log and Gallagher signed it, adding the date and time of his arrival. The messenger nodded. ‘This way, sir, if you please.’

Colson was waiting in the stationery room, accompanied by a woman in a grey coat. ‘Gallagher,’ the commander said abruptly. ‘Good of you to come. This is Mrs Vane, Admiral Hall’s secretary.’

Rear-Admiral Hall, known throughout the navy by his nickname ‘Blinker’, was the director of the naval intelligence division. Gallagher nodded briefly; the woman said nothing.

Gallagher stood for a moment, looking around the bare little room, taking in the plain ceiling, the flickering electric light bulb, the stacked shelves obscuring the walls. Wrapping a handkerchief around his fingers, he knelt beside the dead man and studied the body for a moment. A young man, he thought, late twenties perhaps, though with crow’s-feet wrinkles at the corners of his eyes; signs of hard living, perhaps, or just someone who had spent a lot of time out of doors. There was a small mole on his neck, just above the shirt collar.

‘Do we know who he is?’ Gallagher asked.

Colson said nothing. ‘I’ve never seen him before,’ said Mrs Vane.

‘Who found the body?’

‘I did,’ said Mrs Vane. She related briefly what had happened. Carefully, Gallagher lifted the corpse’s head, noting the bloodshot eyes, and opened the jaws and peered into the mouth, wrinkling his nose at the smell. Lowering the head again, he lifted the dead man’s right hand and saw the syringe, but did not comment. He picked up the left arm and pulled up the sleeves of both coat and shirt, pausing for a moment when he saw the writing on the shirt cuff. In the soft skin in the crook of the elbow he found what he was looking for, a small red puncture mark.

Another rush of memories flooded through his mind. I’ve seen this before, he thought. Cape Cod, the night of the hurricane. The code, the locked room, the syringe, the faked suicide. Only that time the victim was a woman.

‘What killed him?’ asked Mrs Vane.

‘We’ll need a post-mortem to be certain, but it looks like he was injected with an opiate. Morphine, or perhaps heroin.’

‘That was my first guess,’ she said. ‘But the eyes didn’t look right.’

Colson looked at her sharply. ‘You have medical training, Mrs Vane?’

‘Some,’ she said. She did not elaborate.

Gallagher lifted the dead man’s head once more, feeling around the skull. ‘You were looking for miosis? You’re right, the drug causes the pupils to contract, but after death they usually relax to their normal state. A medic would explain it more clearly with longer words, but that is fundamentally what happens. Was the door locked when you arrived?’

‘Yes. It had also been wedged from the inside.’

Gallagher paused for a moment, frowning, his fingers resting behind the dead man’s ear. ‘Who else has a key to this room, Mrs Vane?’

‘No one. Access is restricted in order to prevent the staff from pilfering. You’d be amazed at what people will steal.’

‘I spent several years with the police,’ Gallagher said. ‘So, no, I wouldn’t. Where is the key when you are off-duty?’

‘Locked in my desk in my office. To save you asking, both desk and office were still locked this morning, and the locks had not been tampered with. The key was in the drawer where it always is.’

Gallagher looked around the room. ‘No window, no other exits from the room,’ he said, half to himself. ‘Someone else could have taken the key and locked the door behind them, but they couldn’t have wedged the door from the inside. Alternatively, someone else could have locked the door from the outside and our man wedged it from the inside, but . . . Why would he do that? It makes no sense.’

‘I am convinced that this is suicide,’ Colson said. ‘If he wedged the door himself, he must have taken his own life. It’s the only explanation.’

Gallagher coughed, covering his mouth with his hand. ‘If someone wanted to end it all, Commander, there are easier and more convenient places to do so. Also, there is only one needle mark on his arm, meaning that this man was not a habitual user of injected drugs. Why would he choose this method of killing himself? He was an officer and a gentleman, or so his uniform would seem to indicate. Why not do the gentlemanly thing and blow his brains out with a revolver?’

The commander looked down at the body, swallowing suddenly. ‘Also,’ Gallagher continued, ‘there is a contusion on the side of his skull, just above the right ear.’

‘What does that mean?’ Colson asked.

‘It means he was hit with something, probably some sort of cosh. Once he had been knocked out and could make no resistance, the person who hit him injected him, emptied his pockets of anything that might identify him, and departed. He was murdered, Commander. I have no doubt of that.’

There was a moment of silence while this sank in. ‘But how did the killer leave the room?’ Colson asked. ‘You said it yourself, he couldn’t have wedged the door after he left the room. It makes absolutely no sense.’

Gallagher coughed again. ‘Oh, there will be a logical explanation, of course. There always is. The more important questions are, first, who is this man, and second, what was he doing in the stationery cupboard in the first place?’ He paused. ‘Is there anything else, Commander? Anything you haven’t told me?’

Colson hesitated. Mrs Vane took a step forward. ‘You said you could trust Mr Gallagher,’ she said. ‘He needs to know.’

The commander took a deep breath. ‘I said there was nothing in his pockets that could identify him, but there was one thing. A telegram.’

‘A telegram? From whom?’

‘The German foreign ministry,’ Colson said.

There was a pause. ‘Can you tell me anything more?’ Gallagher asked.

‘No. Admiral Hall has given strict orders. I’m only telling you now on condition that you keep the matter absolutely secret. No one outside of Room 40 is even supposed to know of the telegram’s existence.’

Gallagher raised his eyebrows. ‘Nevertheless, someone does know,’ he said. ‘Someone found out about it and tried to steal it. Commander, I will need you to keep everyone away from this room. Tell your staff there has been a water leak. Mrs Vane, perhaps I could trouble you to put a call through to our office? Tell them, please, that I need the plumbers at the Admiralty Building.’

‘Plumbers?’ Colson said sharply.

‘Our specialist team who deal with these situations. They will remove the body and send it for an immediate post-mortem. We have a man in Harley Street who arranges these things.’

‘Very well, but make sure they are discreet.’ Colson stared at the body again. ‘I can’t believe it,’ he said. ‘I simply can’t believe it. This is a bloody nightmare.’

Gallagher looked at him. ‘What can’t you believe, Commander?’

Colson swallowed suddenly. ‘I don’t—’

A sudden knock at the door interrupted him, startling them all. ‘Commander Colson, sir,’ called the messenger. ‘There’s a Captain Ryder in the watchkeeper’s office. He’s asking to see you, sir.’

Colson swore under his breath. ‘Just when I thought this day couldn’t get any worse.’ He raised his voice a little. ‘What does he want?’

‘There’s a rumour going round the building that a body has been found, sir. Captain Ryder thinks he may be able to identify him.’

Inside the room, the three of them looked at each other. ‘I told no one except you, Commander,’ said Mrs Vane.

‘And I told no one at all,’ Colson said. ‘How in hell’s name did Ryder get to hear of it?’

‘Who is he?’ Gallagher asked.

‘Merrick Ryder, deputy director of the naval planning division. Thinks he’s God Almighty.’

‘Naval planning? What do they have to do with intelligence?’

‘Nothing. They’re in charge of forecasting how many ships we need, what supplies we need and where, that sort of thing. But Ryder is a protégé of Admiral Jellicoe, so he sticks his nose in everywhere. How do we get rid of him?’

‘We don’t,’ said Gallagher. ‘If he knows that a body has been found, there is no point in our trying to conceal it. And if he really can identify our dead man, it will save us a great deal of time.’

The commander hesitated again. He tries to wield an air of authority, Gallagher thought, but he can’t quite hide his own weakness.

‘Very well,’ Colson said. ‘Messenger! Escort the captain here, as soon as may be.’

CAPTAIN MERRICK RYDER was big and broad-shouldered with a shock of fair hair, and an impressive row of medal ribbons on his uniform coat. To Gallagher’s not unprejudiced eye, he looked like a games master at a minor public school. He had a games master’s arrogance, too. ‘Colson,’ he said, looking at Mrs Vane and Gallagher. ‘Who are the civilians?’

‘Mr Gallagher from the secret service, and Mrs Vane, Admiral Hall’s secretary. She’s the one who found the body.’

Ryder looked unimpressed. ‘Thank you for your services, Mrs Vane. You may go.’

‘She stays,’ Gallagher said. ‘She’s one of us.’

There was a moment of silence. ‘What do you mean?’ Ryder demanded.

‘She is an agent of the secret service,’ Gallagher said. ‘She is indeed Admiral Hall’s secretary, but she reports to the head of our service, Colonel Kell.’

Colson found his voice. ‘The secret service is running an operation inside the naval intelligence division? And I was not informed? This is scandalous!’

‘Sounds like someone doesn’t trust you, Colson,’ Ryder said. He motioned to the body. ‘Is this the man? Have you identified him yet?’

‘No,’ said Colson, still seething. ‘Gallagher, you owe me an explanation.’

‘Do you remember the clerk we caught stealing documents a few months back?’ Gallagher asked. ‘We’re following up that case. I don’t know why Admiral Hall didn’t tell you, Commander, but perhaps he didn’t feel it was important. Please don’t take it personally. And I might remind you that we have more important things to do right now. Captain Ryder? I believe you said you might be able to identify the body.’

Colson said nothing. Ryder looked directly at the body for the first time. There was a long pause. ‘This is what I feared,’ he said finally, and for the first time there was a trace of emotion in his voice. ‘That’s the man we’ve been looking for. Lieutenant Paul Vasiliev, one of my aides.’ He shook his head. ‘Poor beggar. How the devil did he end up in here?’

Gallagher frowned. A minute ago, the corpse was nameless and mysterious, he thought. Now, out of the blue, it has a name and precise identity. In his experience, that sort of thing never happened. Aloud, he said, ‘That is what we are trying to establish. If I may ask, Captain Ryder, how did you learn that a dead man had been found in the Admiralty?’

Ryder was still studying the body. ‘The porters told me as soon as I arrived. One of the switchboard operators overheard someone making a call, saying that there was a corpse on the premises, or words to that effect, and started spreading it around. Colson, I’m not happy about having outsiders here, even from the secret service. We need to keep this quiet until we know what in hell is going on. Pardon my language, ma’am.’

‘That is exactly what I am trying to do,’ Colson snapped. ‘Unless you have a trained detective on your staff, Ryder, I would think even you must realize that we need help. We can trust Mr Gallagher,’ he added, not without a touch of irony in his voice.

‘Gallagher.’ Ryder repeated the name, and a light came on in his memory. ‘Wait a moment. Are you the fellow who was on the Lusitania?’

‘One of them,’ said Gallagher.

‘Ah.’ Ryder’s manner changed. ‘Terrible business, that. I was commanding officer at Haulbowline when it happened. I remember the survivors being brought into Queenstown.’

Mrs Vane stood very still, her hands clenched at her sides. ‘Yes,’ Gallagher said. ‘So do I.’

‘Well. What happened to poor Vasiliev? Heart attack?’

Gallagher shook his head. ‘He was murdered.’

Ryder stared at the body again, so hard that Gallagher wondered if he was going to ask the corpse to sit up and give an explanation. ‘Are you quite certain?’ he asked finally.

‘Yes,’ said Gallagher.

‘Murdered,’ Ryder repeated. ‘Here in the Admiralty, of all places. What a damned strange thing to happen.’ He let out his breath, like a man who has just watched his star batsman go out for a duck. ‘Well, Gallagher? How will you proceed?’

‘What can you tell me about Vasiliev?’ Gallagher asked.

‘Not a great deal. I’ve only been in my present post for a few months, so I don’t know my staff well. He mentioned once that his grandfather was a Russian nobleman, exiled after getting involved in some coup or other.’

‘Did he still have connections with Russia?’

‘Not that I’m aware of. Apart from his name, Vasiliev was as English as you or I. He went to a good school, I think, can’t remember which one. Exemplary officer, diligent, punctual, absolutely reliable. Which made it all the more worrying when he disappeared.’

‘Disappeared!’ Gallagher said. ‘How long had he been missing?’

‘Since yesterday. He was due to attend on myself and the director of naval planning at a meeting with Admiral Jellicoe yesterday afternoon, but he didn’t show up. As soon as the meeting ended, I sent men to check his lodgings and his club, but there was no sign of him.’

Admiral Sir John Jellicoe, the victor at the Battle of Jutland, had been appointed First Sea Lord, commander-in-chief of the Royal Navy, back in November. ‘And when you heard that a body had been found, you thought it might be Vasiliev,’ Gallagher said. ‘Why? A hunch?’

Ryder’s expression suggested that he was not the sort of man who relied on hunches. ‘When Vasiliev went missing, I thought that he might have suffered a heart attack. He’s had a bad heart for several years, apparently. Took nitro-glycerine pills every day, carried them with him everywhere. I called at his rooms, but he wasn’t at home, and no one at his club had seen him either. This morning, when I heard the rumours, I realized what must have happened.’

The captain paused. ‘I wasn’t expecting this, though. How was he killed?’

‘Injection with a fatal dose of an opiate,’ Gallagher said.

‘Good God,’ Ryder said softly. For a moment, his face was almost compassionate. ‘When did it happen?’

‘The post-mortem will tell us more precisely, but I would estimate around midnight, give or take an hour or two. You say he didn’t turn up for a meeting yesterday. Could he have still been at the Admiralty?’

‘He must have been,’ Ryder said. ‘He may have been feeling unwell. Perhaps his heart really was bothering him. Poor beggar,’ he repeated. ‘What a lonely way to die.’

‘Do you know if he had any family, Captain?’ Mrs Vane asked.

‘Both of his parents are dead, I believe. I’m not sure if there is anyone else. Who is conducting the post-mortem, Gallagher?’

‘We’re arranging that.’

‘Good. Send me a copy of the report as soon as you have it. Colson, who was officer of the watch last night?’

‘I was,’ Colson said. ‘I came on duty at 2200.’

Ryder’s eyebrows rose. ‘Really? And yet you didn’t recognize this man?’

‘I don’t sign everyone in personally, Ryder, I have other duties. One of my officers oversees the watchkeeping office. If your man signed in, his signature will be in the log.’

Ryder looked at Colson for a long moment. The games master was back, Gallagher thought. He could almost hear the voice: you’ve let yourself down, you’ve let the house down . . . Aloud, Gallagher said, ‘We will check the log. Now, if you will excuse me, gentlemen, I need to search the room.’

Ryder nodded. ‘Keep me informed, Gallagher. Report to my office at 1800 hours on Friday and tell me what progress you have made.’

Colson’s voice was sharp once more. ‘This is naval intelligence, Ryder. You have no authority here.’

‘And one of my officers is dead, Colson. I am taking control of this investigation. That is an order.’

‘Damn it, Ryder, this is outrageous! I shall inform Admiral Hall!’

‘And I shall speak to Admiral Jellicoe,’ Ryder snapped. ‘Who, need I remind you, is Admiral Hall’s commanding officer. Do we understand each other?’

Colson subsided. ‘I am happy to report to both of you,’ Gallagher said. ‘But with respect, Captain, we must also be careful about security. Someone has committed murder in the heart of the Admiralty, and the killer may still be in the building. They may also have accomplices working with them. Do you follow my meaning?’

Ryder frowned. He clearly wished he had thought of this himself. ‘Yes, I see. What do you suggest?’

‘I think we should get out of London altogether. There is a shooting party this weekend at Hartlake Hall, not far from Tonbridge. We can talk discreetly there, without drawing attention to ourselves. I’ll arrange for you both to be sent an invitation. By Friday evening, I will have the results of the post-mortem and whatever we can dig up on Vasiliev’s background.’

‘Near Tonbridge,’ Ryder repeated. ‘There are good train connections, I suppose. Will there be other guests at this shooting party?’

‘Of course. But there is no need for them to know who we really are, or what our purpose is. They will have plenty to talk about among themselves, I’m sure.’

‘And the host? He will be discreet?’

‘Sir John Borden is a prominent member of the government. We can trust him. Honestly, Captain, this is the best way.’ Gallagher looked around the room. ‘Walls have ears, even in the Admiralty.’

Ryder nodded. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Make it so.’ He turned towards the door. ‘Until Friday, gentlemen.’

AFTER THE OTHERS had gone, Gallagher began to search the room. The wooden shelves that lined the room were stacked with paper and notebooks, cartons of pencils and pens, bottles of ink, staplers and boxes of staples, manila envelopes, file folders, typewriter ribbons, punch cards for calculating machines, boxes of paper clips and rolls of glossy red tape, all as he would have expected. There was absolutely nothing out of the ordinary.

The shelves were mostly free-standing, some of them on wheels. He pulled them aside and studied the walls. Running his hands over the exterior wall opposite the door, he discovered a very faint indentation. He traced its line with his fingertips and found the outline of an old window, filled in and plastered over, probably many years ago. He pushed hard against the wall, but nothing moved.

The other walls were smooth white plaster, but behind the shelves on the left-hand wall was another outline, this time of an old door which again had been plastered over. The plaster had cracked in a few places, and a few chips had fallen onto the floor. He tried pushing against the wall, but it was every bit as unyielding as the blocked-up window. The ceiling was also covered in solid plaster; the scuffed parquet floor yielded no clues.

There was a knock at the door. ‘Plumbers are here, sir,’ said a voice.

Gallagher opened the door to admit two men in plain dark coats and flat caps, wheeling a large box with the name TOTHILL PLUMBING SERVICES stencilled on the side. He recognized both of them as secret service men. ‘We’ve come about the leak, sir,’ one of them said solemnly.

Gallagher pointed to the body. ‘You know what to do.’

‘Yes, sir. Leave it with us, sir.’

THE SAME YOUNG officer was still in the watchkeeper’s office. He handed over the log without demur; Gallagher wondered if he had heard the rumours. There were not many visitors to naval intelligence, and it took only a few moments to find Paul Vasiliev’s signature. He had signed in at 2248 the previous evening, and had not signed out.

‘Did you know Lieutenant Vasiliev?’ Gallagher asked.

‘No, sir, I’d never met him before. I was only posted to naval intelligence a few weeks ago.’

‘Did he say what he was doing here?’

‘One of the teams in Room 40 had asked him to help with Russian translation, sir. There aren’t many Russian speakers on the team, so they sometimes called him down to help with translations. That’s what he said.’

‘Did you verify this with the teams?’

The officer looked worried. ‘No, sir. I didn’t think I had to. Mr Vasiliev had his identity card, sir, and all seemed in order.’

‘He hasn’t signed out. Did no one think to check where he was?’

‘Er . . . no, sir. I assumed he was still working with the team. They work very long hours, you know. Right through the night, sometimes.’

So, Vasiliev was fluent in Russian. As English as you or I, Gallagher thought. Interesting that Ryder had chosen to emphasise that. But then, Ryder was probably the sort of man who cared about such things.

The sub-lieutenant was staring at him, doubtless thinking he had done something wrong and was about to be punished. No point, Gallagher thought. What was done, was done. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Can you direct me to the switchboard?’

The switchboard operators had been forewarned. They denied absolutely that they had repeated anything they had overheard, that any of them had listened in on Mrs Vane’s telephone call to the secret service, and that they even knew of the existence of a body on the premises. The porters, similarly cautious, admitted that they did know, but could not clearly recall where they had heard the news. None of this was in any way surprising.

MRS VANE WAS in her office, shovelling more coal onto the grate. Smoke without heat billowed through the room. Gallagher coughed. ‘This is a bloody mess,’ he said.

‘That’s one way of putting it,’ Mrs Vane agreed.

‘Was it you who suggested sending for me?’

‘No, the commander thought of it all by himself. You must have made a good impression when you worked with him before.’

‘I tried to. Is the telegram back in the admiral’s safe?’

‘For the moment. I’ve changed the combination, too, in case anyone else gets any bright ideas.’ Mrs Vane frowned. ‘I don’t understand what happened in the stationery cupboard. How did the killer lock the door and wedge it from the inside and still escape the room?’

‘Uncle Silas,’ Gallagher said.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘It’s a story by Sheridan Le Fanu. A murder occurs in a locked room, disguised as a suicide. The whole point of the locked room was to make everyone focus on how the killing was carried out, distracting them away from the more important questions, like why and who.’ Gallagher paused for a moment. ‘As a matter of interest, has that room always been a stationery cupboard?’

‘No. A long time ago, it was the servants’ pantry for the Admiralty boardroom, which is next door to the left.’

‘I’d like to take a look at the boardroom.’

‘You’d have to get a key,’ she said, ‘which is not easy. The Admiralty secretariat have the keys, and guard them like Fafnir’s treasure. As it happens, I was in the boardroom a couple of weeks ago, when Admiral Hall asked me to take some papers to their lordships. What do you need to know?’

‘The right-hand wall, the one that separates it from the stationery cupboard. Is there anything on it, or next to it?’

‘There is a large mahogany sideboard, and above it a couple of indifferent oil portraits of old admirals. Nothing else of significance, I’m afraid. Have you any thoughts about the why and who?’

Gallagher thought for a moment. ‘The first question is, who might have both the motive and the opportunity to break into the safe of the Director of Naval Intelligence?’

She hesitated. Gallagher watched her. ‘You are an agent of the secret service, Mrs Vane, just as I am,’ he said quietly. ‘Your opinion is valuable.’

‘Thank you,’ she said after a moment. ‘Not every man in the service would agree with you. Nor would some of the women, come to that . . . In terms of opportunity, there is one obvious person who had access to both the safe and the stationery cupboard. Me.’

Gallagher nodded. ‘That had occurred to me,’ he said. ‘Anyone else?’

‘Commander Colson had access to the safe. He also knew where I kept my keys.’

‘And he was officer of the watch last night, but claims not to have seen Vasiliev. Apparently, this was not the first time Vasiliev had visited naval intelligence, and yet Colson didn’t recognize him . . . What can you tell me about Captain Ryder?’

‘He’s Admiral Jellicoe’s blue-eyed boy. He was on Jellicoe’s staff at Scapa Flow, and his lordship brought him down to London when he became First Sea Lord. It remains to be seen whether he’s as good as his reputation makes him out to be.’

Gallagher stood for a moment, fighting down the urge to cough again. ‘Two things bother me,’ he said finally.

‘Only two?’

‘Someone went to a great deal of trouble to hide Vasiliev’s body and remove all traces of his identity and create the illusion of suicide. A few minutes later, up pops Captain Ryder, and suddenly we know exactly who he is. Why were we able to discover Vasiliev’s identity so quickly?’

‘Happenstance,’ said Mrs Vane. ‘Captain Ryder was already concerned about his man’s disappearance, and was looking for him. The killer might not have reckoned with that.’

‘I’m curious about Vasiliev’s visit to naval intelligence,’ Gallagher said. ‘They said at the watchkeeper’s office that he helped out with Russian translations, but I’d like to know more. See what you can find out.’

She nodded. ‘What is the second thing bothering you?’

‘I’m guessing that Vasiliev was killed because of the telegram. But if so, why did the murderer leave it for us to find?’

‘Perhaps there was a different motive,’ suggested Mrs Vane. ‘Perhaps the telegram had nothing to do with the killing.’

Gallagher made no comment. ‘Did you see the writing on his shirt cuff?’

‘Yes.’ Mrs Vane paused for a moment. ‘My husband used to do that, jot things down on his cuffs when he couldn’t find a piece of paper. It drove the housemaid wild . . . Thr. of Sat. 2030 2417. What do you make of it?’

‘I assume the numbers are some sort of code,’ Gallagher said.

‘That was my thought too. I checked to see if there was a connection with the telegram, but the numbers don’t appear in the text. What about Thr. of Sat.?’

‘I’m betting it refers to the throne of Saturn,’ Gallagher said. ‘Do you know the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, Mrs Vane?

‘Up from Earth’s centre, through the seventh gate

I rose, and on the throne of Saturn sate.’

‘Very dramatic,’ said Mrs Vane.

‘But apropos,’ said Gallagher. ‘We live in a world full of drama, after all. The Rubaiyat, as it happens, is the basis for a book code used by a German spymaster, the one known as the Dreamer. Have you heard of him?’

‘I know the name,’ she said quietly.

‘Don’t repeat it’, Gallagher said. ‘At least not here in the Admiralty. When we reach Hartlake Hall, I will tell you more.’

A gust of wind rattled the windows. Just for a moment he heard again the scream of the hurricane, the rain crashing into the windows like rifle fire. Aquinnah, the house had been called, the place beneath the hill. The electricity had gone by then, and there was only a smoking oil lamp to illuminate the woman’s body sprawled on the bed, her bare arms spotted with puncture marks.

The woman had been called Sadie Lansing, and she was the wife of an American oil baron, James Rogers Lansing. She and Paul Vasiliev had both been found dead with fatal overdoses in locked rooms, arranged to look like suicide. Sadie Lansing had a copy of the Rubaiyat in her house, and Vasiliev had written a phrase from the poem on his shirt cuff. The throne of Saturn. He had not seen that particular phrase used as a code before, but he knew the Rubaiyat off by heart; he had memorized Mrs Lansing’s copy, looking for clues. Now, there was no doubt in his mind that the two deaths were connected.

This is the Dreamer’s work, he thought. It began at Aquinnah. And now, we must bring it to its end.

Gallagher coughed again. ‘I want you at Hartlake Hall this weekend,’ he said.

The corners of her mouth turned down. ‘I’m not particularly fond of shooting parties.’

‘It’s important, I promise. Colson and Ryder will understand, of course, and I will inform my stepfather. We’ll tell everyone that you work with me at the Paymaster General’s Office. You’re the vice-treasurer for Irish Exchequer bills, or something, and you have been working too hard and your doctor has prescribed some fresh country air.’

‘Your stepfather?’ she said.

‘Sir John Borden, the current tenant of Hartlake Hall and our host for the weekend.’ Gallagher’s voice was ironic. ‘Friday will be your lucky day, Mrs Vane. You get to meet my family.’
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TONBRIDGE STATION ON a chilly grey afternoon. Gallagher stepped out of the train onto the platform, turning up his overcoat collar against the east wind and hoisting his bag over his shoulder. A woman in a black coat trimmed with sable approached him, smiling. ‘Excuse me, mister. Can you tell me where to find the Rose and Crown?’

Gallagher surveyed her for a moment. She was small, round-faced and apple-cheeked with a bun of black hair streaked with grey, and she looked like someone’s favourite grandmother. Her accent was straight out of New England; Connecticut, he thought, or maybe Massachusetts.

‘Turn left out of the station and follow the high street,’ he said. ‘It’s on your right after you cross the bridge. Just opposite the castle.’

‘Thanks.’ She studied him in turn. ‘You don’t see many men out of uniform these days. Up in London, they give fellows like you the white feather.’

‘I know,’ Gallagher said. ‘I have a small collection of them already.’

She beamed at him. ‘Let me guess. Reserved occupation?’

‘Sort of. I’m with the Paymaster General’s Office.’

Her eyebrows arched. ‘The Paymaster General? Is that as dull as it sounds?’

‘Worse,’ Gallagher said. ‘Pardon me, Mrs . . . ?’

‘Miss Rittenhouse, Willa Rittenhouse. Pleased to meet you, Mr . . .’

‘Gallagher. I was going to ask, are you always this inquisitive?’

She smiled again, even more brilliantly. ‘Sorry. I’m a journalist, so I sort of get paid to be nosy.’

Something tickled the back of Gallagher’s neck. ‘What brings you to Tonbridge? If I may be nosy in turn.’

‘Sure.’ She leaned forward a little, a conspiratorial glint in her eye. ‘I’m playing hooky,’ she said.

‘Playing what?’

‘Skipping school. Cutting class. My newspaper sent me to London to work on a story, but I got bored, so I thought I’d have a little vacation. You know, get out of that smoky old city and see some real English countryside. Somebody recommended I start in Tonbridge. What do you think?’

Gallagher smiled. ‘It’s as good a place as any.’

‘I thought so. What brings you down here? Are you on holiday too?’

‘In a manner of speaking. I’ve come down for a weekend’s shooting, at a house near here.’

‘Shooting! Golly, you Brits. There’s not enough gunfire in France, so you’ve got to loose off a few rounds back home as well? I’m surprised shooting is still allowed during the war.’

‘On the contrary, it’s very much encouraged,’ Gallagher said. ‘The pheasants go to the convalescent hospitals. They’re a cheap source of food for the wounded soldiers.’

‘Oh, that explains it. Somebody has done a cost-benefit analysis and decided it’s a good thing. Well, here comes the porter with my bags. Enjoy your weekend, Mr Gallagher.’

MISS RITTENHOUSE DEPARTED, followed by the porter. Gallagher watched her go, a sense of ill-defined unease creeping around his brain. He very much doubted if Miss Rittenhouse was on holiday. Journalists, in his experience, were never on holiday, especially not American ones, and it was worth checking on her background. He pulled out his watch and checked the time. It would be just after 10.30 in the morning in Washington, and Bruce Bielaski ought to be at his desk by now. A trans-Atlantic telegram would be expensive and the bean counters at the secret service would doubtless splutter about budgets, but better safe than sorry. He turned and walked towards the station telegraph office.

Ten minutes later he went out into the street, looking around in the dreary light. Tonbridge high street was full of traffic, most of it horse-drawn; fuel for domestic use was in short supply. An aeroplane buzzed low overhead, a two-seater of some sort with Royal Flying Corps roundels on its wings, sinking down towards the aerodrome at Chiddingstone Causeway a few miles to the west. Gallagher watched the machine disappear, and hailed a hansom cab. ‘Hartlake Hall, please,’ he told the driver.

‘Very good, sir.’

Gallagher stepped in, sitting back and watching the familiar landscape pass by. The cab climbed up the road towards Southborough and Tunbridge Wells, before turning east onto a narrow lane leading to the village of Tudeley. Half a mile short of the village they came to a red-brick lodge next to a set of wrought-iron gates, which were standing open. The lodge was empty and dark; the gatekeeper, Gallagher knew, had been called up last year, and his wife had gone away to stay with her family.

The cab drove through the gates, rattling over a cattle grid, and followed the lane past the gamekeeper’s cottage through a woodland full of coppice trees interspersed with the occasional oak. After about half a mile, the woodland gave way to a park with a few more scattered oaks and chestnut trees, surrounding a big brick house. Cattle grazed among the trees, and he heard the gentle tinkle of bells.

‘You here for the weekend, sir?’ the driver asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Shooting party, is it? This used to be a big place for shooting. They’d have twenty or thirty guns every weekend, before the war, but they barely get a dozen now. Ten keepers they had too, but most of them have gone to the war. Still, better days will come again.’

‘I wouldn’t be too sure of that,’ Gallagher said.

The cab pulled up outside the front door of the house and Gallagher stepped down, handing the driver his fare and watching as the vehicle drove away. Silence fell for a moment, broken by the raucous call of a rook flapping slowly over the trees.

Built two generations earlier as the country retreat of a wealthy industrialist, Hartlake Hall could equally have passed for a mission hospital or a house of correction. Rows of dark windows stared out from an austere red-brick façade. Two stone pilasters on either side of the oak front door were the only concessions to caprice. The gardens, on the other hand, had once been rather splendid. The centrepiece was an ornamental lake fringed with banks of rhododendrons, their leaves dark green and glossy in the grey light. A path ran around the lake and over an arched stone bridge at the far end. In summer, Gallagher recalled, the balustrades of the bridge were smothered in wisteria blossom. Now, in the dead of winter, he could see the garden plots untended, the banks heavy with dead weeds.

Around the lake lay the rest of the park, bounded by a low stone wall. On the far side of the wall, cropped stubble fields ran down to a railway line, the main line coming up from Dover. Beyond the railway was the River Medway, brown and turgid from recent rains, bordered by water meadows with glassy pools of standing water. The hills of the North Downs rose gently in the middle distance.

A train whistle sounded, and he saw a white plume of steam rising over the trees and heard the rattle of steel wheels. After a moment the train came into view, chugging up the line towards Tonbridge. He counted fourteen carriages behind the engine. All of the carriages, he knew, would be full of wounded men evacuated from field hospitals in France, several hundred of them, shot and gassed, maimed and blinded; and this was only one train of many. He remembered the height of the Somme battles last summer when the trains had come up the line every ten minutes, night and day.

Better get this over with, he thought. He rang the doorbell and waited. A footman, an older man with watery eyes, opened the door and bowed. ‘Mr Gallagher, sir, welcome.’

‘Thank you, Hunton. Good to see you again.’

‘That’s very kind of you, sir. Allow me to take your bag.’

Gallagher followed the man inside. The hall, high-ceilinged with a flagstone floor, was barren of decoration apart from two stags’ heads gazing belligerently at each other from opposite walls. A log fire burned in a stone fireplace. A woman in her mid-thirties, fair and jocund in a plain grey dress, came out into the hall. She gave a little squeak of delight when she saw Gallagher, and ran to embrace him. ‘Pat! Welcome back to Wuthering Heights, darling. Do come into the drawing room, it’s almost warm there. Mother will be so pleased to see you.’

‘No, she won’t,’ Gallagher said.

The woman made a moue. ‘Pat. Don’t be like that. Come and see Mother, while Hunton takes your bag up to your room. I’m afraid they’ve given you the Cheese Room again, I hope you don’t mind.’

‘The mice are good company. I didn’t realize you were going to be here this weekend, Penelope.’

‘We were summoned only yesterday. The whole weekend has been rather thrown together, it seems. Still, as Jane Austen said, how often is happiness spoiled by preparation?’

Gallagher smiled a little. Penelope Makarian was his half-sister; they were fond of each other, though apart from the accident of parentage they had virtually nothing in common. He followed her into the cavernous drawing room, decorated in what might have been high taste forty years ago. Dark wallpaper was patterned with gilded Gothic arches; carnivorous-looking roses, blood red and white, wrapped around them. The high ceiling sucked up the heat from below and held it trapped against the plaster. Tall windows looked out across the park, monochrome grey in the afternoon light.

Maud, Lady Borden, sat facing the fire on a chinoiserie settee. She turned her head as Gallagher approached. Lines on her face pulled down the corners of her mouth. She would be fifty-eight this year, Gallagher knew, but she looked older; fair and faded, she seemed to have aged a great deal in the six months since he had last seen her.

‘Patrick. You are in time for tea.’

It sounded like an accusation. Gallagher bent and brushed his lips against her cheek. ‘Good afternoon, Mother. I trust you are well.’

‘I wish people would stop asking me if I am well. Surely it is self-evident that I am not. I am constantly fatigued, my digestion is quite spoiled and my nerves are altogether ruined.’

‘Have you seen a doctor?’ Gallagher asked.

‘I see a doctor every week. I have been prescribed a veritable cornucopia of pills, which I take every day and which do not do the slightest bit of good. I shall not be well again until this ghastly war is over, and Sir John and I are free to return to our own home. But heaven knows when that will be.’

Netley Park, her husband’s ancestral home in Hampshire, had been requisitioned by the government in 1915, at about the same time as her husband, Sir John Borden, had been appointed as parliamentary secretary to the Minister of Munitions. It made sense to move nearer to London, closer to the House of Commons and the ministry, but most big houses in Kent had also been requisitioned. Hartlake Hall, as Sir John often said in a defensive tone, was the best he could get. Gallagher sometimes wondered what the other available houses had been like.

‘It’s cold in here,’ he said. ‘Shall I put another log on the fire?’

‘Don’t soil your hands!’ she snapped. ‘Penelope, ring for a servant.’

Gallagher ignored her, picking up a log and dropping it on the fire. Sparks flew upward in a red shower. Lady Maud’s hands clenched, and she turned to her daughter.

‘Instruct the servants to make sure the fire is properly built up at all times. Do they want us to catch our deaths?’

‘Of course they don’t, Mother. I’ll speak to Platt.’

‘And where is your husband, Penelope? Why isn’t he here now, with you?’

‘I told you, Mother, he is attending a board meeting in town this afternoon. He will join us for dinner.’

‘A board meeting. I suppose that means he will arrive wearing a lounge suit, just like last time. Does he not understand how to dress properly, or is it wilful refusal?’

Penelope drew a deep breath. Gallagher intervened. ‘Have the other guests arrived?’

‘Not yet,’ said Lady Maud. ‘Why Sir John has chosen to invite this curious ménage of people into our house, I do not know. To the best of my knowledge he has no connection with the Royal Navy, and yet tonight no fewer than four naval officers will dine with us. I do hope that they won’t bore us to death with nautical matters all evening.’

‘I’m sure they won’t,’ Gallagher said.

‘And you, Patrick? You are still with the Paymaster General’s Office? I find it strange that the government cannot find some more worthwhile occupation for you.’

Neither Lady Maud nor her daughters knew Gallagher’s real profession; Gallagher and his stepfather had agreed long ago that this was best. ‘Perhaps they will one day,’ he said. ‘In the meantime, I am a civil servant. I go where I am told.’

‘How disappointing for you,’ Lady Maud said. ‘Will you take tea?’

‘Thank you, but no,’ Gallagher said. He felt a sudden need to get away. ‘There are some papers I must read before dinner.’

Penelope caught up with him in the hall. ‘Don’t let her get under your skin, Pat.’

‘I’m trying not to,’ Gallagher said.

‘The war really is playing havoc with her nerves, you know. There’s no getting away from it here. Aeroplanes buzzing around all day, airships swarming over us at night, the trains full of wounded. Do you remember the Somme battles, when the wind blew from the east and we could hear the guns in France? It was like thunder that never ended.’

‘I know it must be terrible for her.’ The conversation with Willa Rittenhouse was still fresh in his mind. ‘But I don’t appreciate being given the white feather by my own mother. I go where the government tells me to go. It’s not my fault I’m not on active service.’

‘I’m sure that’s not what she meant.’

Gallagher coughed again, hard enough to make his eyes water. Penelope watched him with concern. ‘Perhaps it is you who should see a doctor.’

‘I already have. They say there is nothing to be done.’

‘I’m sorry to hear it.’ She paused. ‘For my part, I’m quite glad they haven’t given you anything more interesting to do. Interesting usually also means dangerous, and I should hate it if anything were to happen to you.’

‘Thank you. I appreciate the thought.’ Gallagher paused. ‘Do you hear from Alice?’

Alice was Penelope’s older sister. Gallagher, their half-brother, was the eldest of the three, a product of their mother’s ill-fated first marriage. ‘She is well enough. She’s running a casualty clearing station somewhere in the Ancre Valley. We’re not allowed to know exactly where.’

‘Please give her my regards when next you write,’ Gallagher said. The doorbell rang, harsh and jangling in the cold air. ‘I shall leave you to welcome the other guests.’

FRIDAY, 2 FEBRUARY 1917

4.21 P.M.

Narrow stairs and creaking corridors with many steps and turns led Gallagher to the east wing of the house. The Cheese Room was the last bedroom at the end, so named because of the mousetraps baited with cheese that lay scattered around the floor. The gaps between the skirting boards and the floor were wide enough for mice to pass through with ease. In Gallagher’s experience, the traps had never worked; the mice, with a cunning that would have served well on the Western Front, had learned how to remove the cheese without springing the traps. This did not deter the servants, who continued to lay the traps, apparently oblivious to the fact that they were running a buffet for the mice.

The room’s single window looked out over the park towards the railway line and the water meadows beyond. Gallagher stood for a moment, wrinkling his nose a little at the smell of mouse urine and damp. Outside, the light was beginning to fade under the low clouds; the lamps of a passing train gleamed briefly and were gone. In the room itself, an electric bulb produced a wan, flickering light. A fire had been lit in the tiled fireplace, and unhappy little flames licked at the coal, clearly wishing they could give up on the attempt and be allowed to die.

Roxanne’s voice, soft and full of music, spoke in his mind. Your mother no longer has the power to hurt you, Pat. Let her be.

But she hurts others. Alice and Penelope have done nothing. They are blameless.

They are also old enough to look after themselves. Let her be. There will be no peace for you until you do.

And what about peace for you? he asked the voice, but it did not reply.

His reflection stared back at him from the mirror on the wardrobe door. He would shortly be forty years old, but the lines on his forehead and the first flecks of grey in his dark hair made him look older. The scar on his temple, just behind his left eye, was a memorial of a day in China, seventeen years ago, when a Kansu Braves musket ball had nearly taken his head off. That was his only external scar. The rest of his wounds, like the pain that nagged at his throat and lungs, were hidden.

He could feel the distance growing between himself and Roxanne. Once it had been easy to keep her close because he had things that reminded him of her: his brushes and paints, the book she had once given him. But now these were at the bottom of the Irish Sea, entombed in the wreck of the Lusitania. Increasingly, it seemed that she too was slipping away from him, borne by the currents of the cold sea.

I was unable to save you when you were alive, he said to the shadows. Now, I am losing you.

He listened for an answering voice to tell him he was wrong, but there was nothing. The silence of the house draped itself around him like the curtains of a shrine. There will be dreams tonight, he thought. Bad ones.

Enough introspection, he told himself. Time to go to work.

Behind the wall panelling, water pipes thumped like a soft drum beat; someone must be running a bath. His bag had been unpacked, his clothes placed neatly in the wardrobe, and his razor and shaving brush laid out on the side table, along with a thick manila envelope. The envelope had been delivered to his office at the secret service just before he departed; it had taken the service archivists all of the previous day to compile the reports he asked for, while Gallagher himself cleared his desk and handed over some of his other cases to another officer, and waited for Vasiliev’s autopsy report. Gallagher pulled up an armchair next to the fire, opened the envelope and took out the dossiers inside, and began to read.

The first dossier was a biography of Commander George St John Colson, who did not recognize Vasiliev’s body and claimed not to have seen him sign in. It was all perfectly possible, of course. As the commander said, he had other duties, and many hundreds of people worked at the Admiralty, even at night . . . According to the dossier, Colson’s family had no previous connection with the navy. His mother came from an ancient clan of aristocrats who had once owned much of the East Midlands but had later fallen on hard times; his father was a self-made man, a wealthy industrialist and factory owner. Colson had been educated at Eton and the House, followed by a year with a barrister’s chambers in the Middle Temple where he had articled but never practised. Then, for reasons that were not spelled out, he had given up on law and joined the navy.

Family connections had ensured rapid promotion and, later, a post as equerry to a minor member of the royal family, Prince Maurice of Battenberg. The prince joined the King’s Royal Rifle Corps in August 1914, and when his battalion was sent to France he requested that his friend Colson be allowed to accompany him. After Prince Maurice was killed by a German artillery shell at Zonnebeke Ridge in October, Colson recovered his body and arranged his funeral, for which service he was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross and promotion to the rank of commander.

Back in London after a spell of leave, his legal training and education – in a service not noted for its abundance of scholarship – made
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