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      Light found its way through the gap in the curtains. I sleep with the window open so usually the birds wake me before the clock does. Reaching out to stop the repeater alarm clock, I sent it flying from the bedside table onto the floor. It landed face up. Squinting at the luminous figures, I made out the time. Big hand at twelve, little hand at five, but I had not set the alarm. The ringing continued. Not the alarm, the telephone.

      Somewhere in the garden, or the wood behind my house, a wood pigeon cooed itself silly. I stumbled out of bed, blinking away sleep. The ringing grew louder as I stepped onto the landing. Whoever was telephoning to me at this ungodly hour on an August Saturday morning did not intend to hang up and try again later.

      As I hurried downstairs to the hall, my first thought was that something might be wrong with my mother or father. This anxiety led me to stub my toe on the foot of the hall stand. Cursing inwardly, I picked up the receiver.

      At first, I did not recognise my cousin’s voice, which irritated him.

      ‘It’s me, James.’

      ‘What’s the matter?’

      James and I were close as children. His wife, Hope, died in March. For a fleeting moment, I wondered had he felt a sudden urge to pour out his heart.

      ‘Kate, are you properly awake?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘You’ll need pencil and paper.’

      I sat down on the floor. Placing the telephone beside me, I reached for pad and pencil from the hall stand. ‘Go on.’

      ‘I’m telephoning to you from the office.’

      ‘Why?’

      Until recently, James was something in the War Office. After one of his rare civil service transfers, James now shuffled high-level documents in the India Office. He would not call me from there at this time without very good reason.

      ‘Something important has come up. We have a sticky wicket your end of the pitch.’

      As a very little boy, James spoke plain English. Then he went away to school. After that he became just as likely to speak cricket, rugger, or Latin.

      ‘I’m listening, James.’

      ‘This is sub rosa, Kate.’

      Private. He knows that I have a party line with the professor across the road. ‘My neighbours are on holiday. No one is listening in.’

      ‘At my end, the line is secure.’

      This was all a little mysterious so early in the morning. James clearly suspected that the telephone operator at my local exchange may be ear-wigging; a perquisite of an operator’s job I supposed.

      ‘I can give you no similar assurance. Send me a message via Wakefield.’

      My father, superintendent of the West Riding force, has his office at Wakefield Police Headquarters.

      ‘Time is of the essence.’ He spoke in the form of an announcement. ‘This is a government matter. If the telephone operator is still on the line, please disconnect now.’

      His own pomposity slows James down but I refrained from saying so in case someone was ear-wigging.

      Two seconds elapsed, three, four five. There was a click on the line. ‘That’s better. I can sense when someone is listening.’

      ‘James, will you now tell me what this is about?’

      ‘We need your expertise, Kate. An important person has gone missing in Yorkshire. I want you to find him.’

      I hoped this was not to be so top secret that the identity of the missing person would remain anonymous and the location undisclosed. ‘Who is he?’

      ‘Maharajah Narayan Halkwaer of Gattiawan.’

      ‘Spell the names, please.’ My cousin behaves as though everyone is as well-versed in the people and places of Empire as he is himself.

      ‘N-a-r-a-y-a-n, pronounced Na-rye-an. H-a-l-k-w-a-e-r. We say Halk-wear.’

      My pencil needed sharpening, but the names were readable.

      ‘We are keeping this quiet, so major discretion, Kate. People here know you’re a good egg.’

      I did not entirely like the sound of this. My idea of a good egg comes with a three-minute timer, bread soldiers and a pinch of salt. James’s means something to do with play up and play the game.

      ‘Where was he last seen?’

      ‘Maharajah Narayan went riding on the Duke of Devonshire’s estate yesterday. His horse returned without him.’

      ‘How unfortunate.’ It was more than unfortunate, and on two counts. First, southerners refuse to acknowledge the size of Yorkshire. At a guess, I would estimate the Duke of Devonshire’s Bolton Abbey estate at fifty thousand acres. Second, the duke is Colonial Secretary. It would be tragic if a high-ranking Indian royal guest disappeared down a mine shaft on his land.

      My cat, Sookie, appeared from nowhere, a speciality of hers; she head-butted my leg. ‘Does he know the area?’

      ‘Unfortunately, no. His father, Maharajah Shivram, and his younger brother, Prince Jaya, were guests at a shoot a couple of years ago but this is his first visit.’

      ‘James, that estate is huge. You need to send out the troops.’

      ‘A search is taking place. But Prince Narayan…’

      ‘Prince? You just said he is a maharajah.’

      ‘Yes but his father is senior maharajah. That is why I refer to our missing Indian as a prince. If I may continue?’

      ‘I wish you would.’

      ‘Thank you. Prince Narayan is a known practical joker. We are hoping there is some exaggeration going on, causing concern that may not be justified. We do not wish to intrude into his private life, overreact and turn this into some scandal.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘He is travelling with… I’ll be polite and call her a companion.’

      ‘And has she disappeared?’

      ‘No. It is possible his absence is connected with some lovers’ tiff.’ He had my interest now. James lowered his voice to a whisper. ‘Gattiawan is locked in a quarrel with a rival princely state. We must act swiftly to rule out any private action that may cause political difficulty.’

      I groaned inwardly. This confidential civil-service-speak may mean a great deal to James and his colleagues. To listen to it first thing in the morning brought on a mild headache. I would have much rather heard more about a lovers’ quarrel.

      ‘The search is to be resumed at first light.’ James’s voice rose and took on an optimistic note, which for him is rare. ‘He may be found as we speak. He was riding a high-spirited horse. Accidents happen.’

      I had a nagging feeling that the India Office, teeming with old India hands and able to call on the army and Scotland Yard, should not be calling on Kate Shackleton.

      ‘Why me? Surely this should be a police matter.’

      ‘Kate, you are on the spot…’

      ‘Not exactly.’

      ‘… and you were recommended to my superiors not only by me but by a Scotland Yard commander. The chap you met at one of mother’s suppers after a case of yours last year. Do you remember him?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘The commander has contacted the North Riding chief constable. The local man will be glad to have you on board.’

      Commander Greathead had been most complimentary about my approach and methods. He was a valuable person to have on my side. It would be foolish to turn down the request. I quashed my misgivings.

      ‘All right, James. I’ll set off as soon as possible. What else do I need to know?’

      Sookie sniffed at my stubbed big toe. Had she been a surgeon in a previous life?

      ‘Gattiawan is an extremely wealthy state. The prince has a considerable amount of jewellery with him – from the state treasury and his own private collection.’

      Curiouser and curiouser. ‘Who is my contact? Am I reporting to his lordship?’

      ‘The duke is in London. His steward expects you. Report to the estate office on your arrival. How soon can you be there?’

      ‘Perhaps two hours.’ I stood up. ‘Will you be in your office to take my call, when I have something to report?’

      ‘Yes.’ He gave me his number. ‘And, Kate, we have not spoken to the prince’s family yet.’

      ‘The family is in England?’

      ‘They are in London. The senior maharajah and maharani and Prince Narayan’s wife and young son are all staying at the Ritz.’

      ‘Shouldn’t you tell them?’

      ‘No point in being alarmist without good reason. I want to rule out theft and foul play, hence the urgency, and confidentiality. Now you know as much as I do.’

      I doubted that. He would brief me on a need to know basis. ‘You mentioned a female companion.’

      ‘Ah, yes.’

      ‘Well?’

      ‘You will learn about her when you arrive.’

      ‘No, James. Tell me something now.’

      He sighed. It was my guess that this female companion was the real reason that he had contacted me.

      ‘Miss Metcalfe was a dancer at the Folies Bergère. Please ensure that she is not withholding information, or pocketing valuables.’

      ‘Very well, James. I’ll see what I can do.’

      ‘Good luck, Kate. I know you’ll do your best. You’re one of the chaps when it comes to a caper like this.’

      It was a little unnerving to hear James call me one of the chaps. I felt sure that being the Honourable James Rodpen’s cousin, niece to Sir Albert and Lady Rodpen, put me in the pukka category with the India Office and the Colonial Office, but I do not feel the least bit pukka.

      I was adopted as a baby. My mother, Lady Virginia, known as Ginny, excels at taking her ease and devouring novels. A duke’s daughter, she shocked her family by marrying an up-and-coming police officer for love.

      Last year, the view of myself as well-connected took a bit of a bashing. I met my birth sister; and my natural mother, who lives in a Wakefield slum. To her, it is home, and it is where I was born. After meeting them, and getting to know my niece and nephew, I looked up the definition of chameleon. The first part did not suit me, but the second part of the definition struck a chord. Chameleon, noun. an insectivorous lizard-like reptile, possessing the power of changing its colour.

      What hue should I adopt to enter the portals of the Duke of Devonshire?

      As I climbed the stairs, I wondered how to pack for the work of searching the countryside for a missing Indian prince. The Jowett is a sturdy motor, but I would not want to push her across the moors. Riding breeches and jacket would certainly be needed. Somewhere in the recesses of this house lurked rarely worn boots.

      In a big house, there would be a boot room. Here there is a glory hole under the stairs. My house is on the small side, having been the lodge house, sold off by the owners of the mansion up the road, when their fortunes ebbed from middling to small riches.

      I opened the wardrobe door. Since my dear cousin had no doubt sung my praises, I must look the part. I chose my smart costume for the journey. I pulled out a couple of summer frocks, a useful long cardigan and my summer hat and coat. I washed my face, brushed my teeth and combed my bobbed hair, damping it down at the back. I picked up my sponge bag. A glance in the long mirror, which need not be quite so long as I am five feet two inches, told me I would pass muster. As an afterthought, I included my pleated silk Delphos evening gown, which takes up no room at all and whose colours are gorgeous.

      In the hall, I began to write a note for my housekeeper. Mrs Sugden has her quarters attached to the house, a situation that suits us both very well. As I wrote, the slap-slap of her slippers across the kitchen floor announced an impending interrogation.

      Looking naked without her glasses, Mrs Sugden appeared in the hall. She wore her plaid woollen dressing gown, tied by its silk cord. Her long prematurely grey hair hung in a plait over her shoulder.

      Surprise teetered on outrage. ‘Where you off to at this time, without so much as a cup of tea?’

      ‘On an urgent case. Cousin James telephoned to me.’

      ‘I heard nowt.’

      ‘I’m going to Bolton Abbey. An Indian prince has done a disappearing act and I’m to produce him, but this is all hush-hush.’

      ‘I hope he’s not dangerous.’

      ‘You’ll tell Mr Sykes won’t you? And ask him to take over, until you hear from me.’ My able former police officer assistant Jim Sykes would welcome the opportunity to step up and take charge.

      She cast a beady eye over the valise and bag in the hall. ‘Have you remembered your toilet bag?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Have you packed a warm vest?’

      ‘It’s August.’

      She sniffed. ‘August! That means nowt out int’ Dales.’

      ‘Do you know where my boots are? Riding, walking.’

      ‘Where they’re supposed to be.’ She opened the under-the-stairs cupboard door and disappeared, calling from the dark recess. ‘Is the travel blanket in the motor?’

      ‘Yes.’

      It was then I had a brilliant idea, which would keep Mrs Sugden occupied so that I could escape.

      ‘Mrs Sugden, I’m going to fetch the car. Would you glance at the Court Circulars in The Times? Tell me if you see mention of the Maharajah of Gattiawan.’

      Mrs Sugden emerged triumphant with two pairs of boots, riding and walking. I took them from her.

      She delved in her pocket for spectacles. ‘The Maharajah of Gattiawan?’

      ‘Yes.’ I set the boots in the doorway with my luggage.

      Mrs Sugden disappeared into the drawing room, where I pile far too many old newspapers on top of the piano. I called to her. ‘Back in a while.’

      I carried the bags and boots to the front gate. Buttoning my motoring coat, I walked up to my garage. It was a sweet feeling to be out so early on a fine morning. Dew brought out the scent of late roses. Silvery cobwebs glittered on garden hedges.

      My motor spends its nights in a converted stable at the top of the street. I opened the garage door and greeted my shining blue Jowett Short-Two. She still looks brand new and eager. I bought her less than a year ago with the proceeds from a particularly successful though sad case, one that attracted considerable notice. This was the case that brought me to the attention of the Scotland Yard commander and no doubt swayed the India Office and the Duke of Devonshire into trusting me.

      My police superintendent father always drills home the need for preparation: proper preparation prevents poor performance. I would need a map.

      ‘Shh,’ I told the engine as I urged the motor from her slumbers, drove out and closed the creaking door behind me.

      I drove to my front gate and began to load my valise, boots and trusty satchel. When not in use for a small passenger, the motor’s dickey seat makes handy luggage space.

      James’s briefing had left me feeling less than well-armed for the task ahead. What was a maharajah of Gattiawan doing in Yorkshire? Why was he visiting Bolton Abbey before the start of the shooting season? Today was Saturday 2 August, so open season, but with ten days to go before grouse-shooting began, on the Glorious Twelfth.

      James had not even told me when the maharajah and his companion arrived in Yorkshire.

      I checked my watch. Ten minutes to six.

      Mrs Sugden called from the doorway. ‘I’ve found summat about maharajahs.’

      ‘I’ll be there in a tick.’

      Fortunately, Mrs Sugden is a fast reader and The Times Court Circulars have the virtue of brevity. She placed the relevant pages on the piano stool, drawing it up to the chaise longue.

      We sat side by side as she tapped the page with her ridged fingernail and read, ‘The Maharajah of Kapurthala is the first Indian Prince to visit the British Empire Exhibition. He expressed his satisfaction with the Punjab Court exhibit. He has now returned to Paris, but will be back.’

      ‘What about Gattiawan?’

      Mrs Sugden is nothing if not thorough. ‘Aga Khan… Maharajah of Rajpipla at the Savoy Hotel… Maharajah of Nawanger… They’ll all know each other. Probably rivals, and one of them has done away with another, perhaps sent an assassin. It’s like Shakespeare. Ah, here he is. The Maharajah of Gattiawan arrived at Marseilles yesterday in the SS Malwa on his way to London.’

      I looked at the item, dated 26 April. It gave no indication whether the maharajah was travelling overland, or stopping on the way. ‘Nothing else since then?’

      She shook her head. ‘Nowt else in Court Circulars, only an article about the good command of English among educated Indians, from the Special Correspondent in Bombay.’

      There was nothing for it but to set off, feeling less than well-prepared.

      I shrugged into my motoring coat.

      Mrs Sugden followed me along the garden path. ‘You don’t have much luggage. Have you packed an evening dress?’

      ‘The Delphos robe.’ I opened the car door and got in quickly, before she had time for more questions.

      She frowned at my choice of evening wear. ‘I suppose that Delphos gown doesn’t betray its age. But I can pack another bag for you.’

      I started the motor. ‘If I need anything else, I’ll send you a telegram.’ My mind already raced ahead. Prince Narayan of Gattiawan, where are you?

      Mrs Sugden waved, folding her other arm around herself against the morning chill.

      A sudden thought propelled her through the gate. She leaned into the motor. ‘Be careful. They all carry daggers, and they’re very good at strangling.’

      ‘I’ll try to stay in one piece, throat intact.’

      As I drove away I heard her call something about the black hole of Calcutta, but my thoughts were already on the missing man, the lovers’ tiff, and the mysterious Miss Metcalfe who had hooked herself an Indian prince.

      James wanted to rule out theft and foul play. The Yorkshire Dales has its sprinkling of poachers. But jewel thieves, murderers? Surely not.
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      The map lay on the passenger seat. I expected to consult it somewhere near Ilkley, and looked for a place to stop. Just as I was about to pull into the kerb, an arched bridge appeared on my right. Seeing it gave me a small jolt. My husband, Gerald, and I had visited Bolton Abbey one long ago, idyllic Sunday. We had driven across this very bridge.

      I turned right, crossing the River Wharfe.

      Bolton Abbey, in case you are wondering, is not an Abbey. It is the name of a village, loosely used to refer to the area that forms part of the Duke of Devonshire’s estate. On that far off pre-war Sunday, Gerald and I visited the twelfth-century priory ruins, walked through woods, and listened to the fast-flowing river and the cascading waterfall. It must have been May, because I remember nodding bluebells. We had purchased sixpenny entry tickets for the pleasure of strolling round the grounds. Along with a horde of other visitors, we tripped across slippery stepping stones to the tune of nervous laughter and cries of ‘Be careful!’

      Glancing at my watch, I followed the narrow road. Almost eight o’clock, and the world had come to life. Smoke rose from a distant chimney. A dog barked. A black grouse narrowly missed premature demise as it flew across my path. It occurred to me that I did not know the location of the estate office, nor the name of the steward.

      Entering the village, I reached the smithy. I stopped the motor, believing that the blacksmith would direct me. The fire smouldered, but the place was deserted. Hesitating to knock on a cottage door, I drove on.

      As I rounded the bend, I saw a creature that from a distance resembled a scarecrow. His trouser bottoms stopped halfway up his calves. He wore a striped, voluminous sleeved shirt, tucked in at the front but not at the back, its cuffs undone and hanging. He must have heard the motor but did not stop what he was doing. At first I thought he was scraping muck from the soles of his large boots. But then I saw that it was a childlike, almost ritualistic activity. He stood first on one foot, then the other, striking the sole of his boot against a large stone several times, with an urgent hit-and-scrape movement. As I came closer, I saw that on the last go he made a spark, presumably by the friction between the stone and the nails on the soles of his boots.

      Only then, after the spark, did he turn and look at the car. As he did so, he raised his arms, giving himself the shape of a cross, and then began to wave like an injured pigeon attempting take off.

      ‘Hello and stop!’ His voice betrayed uncertainty. His breath came in short, nervous bursts as if he feared that by flagging me down he may have committed some grave error for which he would pay dearly.

      I stopped.

      His wild haystack of hair had been roughly chopped to form the shape of a basin above his weather-beaten face. It was difficult to tell his age. Perhaps twenty. Too old to be playing a game with his boots and a stone.

      ‘You be Mr Shackleton.’

      Mister! Because I have bobbed hair? Not a good start, but a discussion of my sex seemed a bad idea. ‘I’m expected?’

      ‘Aye.’ He waved an arm, indicating that I should follow him. He gave one last longing look at his stone and then walked close to the edge of the road, one foot on the grass verge, glancing back at me suspiciously as if half expecting to be mown down.

      At snail’s pace, I followed.

      After a few moments, he stopped by a third-class railway carriage that stood on the verge, mounted on concrete fingers and stone chippings. A metal chimney protruded from the roof.

      This seemed to me an ingenious use of an unwanted railway carriage. I remembered that the Cavendish Pavilion, where Gerald and I had taken afternoon tea on our visit here, was built along similar lines to a railway refreshment room. Gerald had commented on its architecture at the time, saying that the coming of the railway had transformed Bolton Abbey in more ways than one.

      Had the errant Indian prince, practical joker, sent his horse back without him and secretly boarded a train, I wondered.

      I climbed from the motor. ‘Is this where I will find the duke’s agent?’

      He of the hob-nailed boots nodded.

      Through the window of the carriage, I glimpsed a tall figure. He had his back to me.

      The lad climbed an iron step, opened the door and entered what must be the estate office. ‘Here is that person you was expecting, sir.’ He stepped aside to let me in, holding open the door with his bulky frame.

      The interior smelled of tobacco, earth and sweat. A wood-burning stove in the centre of the carriage, its chimney piercing the roof, sported a battered black kettle.

      A tall, sparely built man, clad in tweeds and gaiters, turned towards me. He had been studying a map that was pasted to one of the windows. His gaunt, unshaven face was as grey and tired as his worn jacket. From his slightly glassy-eyed stare, I guessed he had not slept. He blinked, as if believing me to be some apparition, and spoke with barely restrained annoyance. ‘Can I help you, madam?’

      Madam. This was an improvement. The skirt probably helped.

      ‘I’m Mrs Shackleton. You are expecting me, I believe.’

      He looked beyond me. ‘Where is Mr Shackleton?’

      The thatch-haired young man looked out of the door, as though there may be another person he had missed, running along behind the motor.

      My poor sweet Gerald has not been seen, except in my dreams, since the last month of the Great War. ‘It’s me you are expecting.’

      His mouth opened wide enough to nest half a dozen grouse chicks. He had expected a solid chap who would lift a little weight from his shoulders.

      I spoke again, quickly, before he had time for words he may regret. ‘Am I speaking to the duke’s agent?’

      ‘Yes, yes, that’s me.’ He recovered himself sufficiently to give me his name. ‘Frederick Upton. I was led to understand that a Mister Shackleton would call.’

      Clearly my fame had not travelled this far into the North Riding. One small part of me felt the need for apology, or explanation. All it would take to bring him to heel would be a flourish of my aristocratic connections, but I would not do that. Instead, I adopted a manner copied from my mother and aunt, of effortlessly putting men in their place by a show of social confidence. For my mother and aunt, that comes naturally. I have had to practise.

      I handed him my card. ‘Mr Upton, I was contacted by the Honourable James Rodpen this morning, on behalf of the India Office and His Grace the Duke. I am asked to investigate the maharajah’s disappearance.’

      His manner changed.

      After a brief hesitation, Upton drew out a chair for me. ‘I beg your pardon, madam. I must have misheard your title.’ He took a seat himself, in the captain’s chair, on the other side of a scratched and cigarette-scorched table.

      ‘Please tell me everything I need to know, Mr Upton, including when Prince Narayan arrived in the area and when and where he was last seen.’

      ‘His highness arrived by car on Tuesday last. He stayed one night with a Mr Presthope, in Halton East. On Wednesday, he came across from there. On Friday morning, he went riding, nice as ninepence, back mid-morning. In the afternoon, off he went again. He was on a fine Arab, and the horse came back without him, at eight o’clock last night.’

      ‘Did it strike you as odd that he went riding twice in one day?’

      He frowned. ‘I hadn’t thought about that, but no. He is a top polo player, the best in the world I’m told. He does not fish, so it is natural enough that he took his gun, to fit in a spot of deerstalking, and another ride.’

      ‘Is deerstalking allowed, so near to grouse shooting?’

      ‘The grouse are out on the moorland. He would know not to disturb them. The deer keep to the woods.’

      ‘And did he ride alone?’

      ‘Two grooms rode with him, Osbert Hannon, and Isaac Withers.’

      ‘My dad,’ piped up the lad in the doorway. Having drawn attention to himself, he now stared at his feet, and blushed.

      ‘Joel, go make yourself useful. Keep your peepers peeled out there.’ He waited until Joel had left, shutting the door quietly behind him. ‘He can be a useful lad, but a little deficient in the brains department.’ He folded his hands on the desk. ‘To go back to what we were saying, the prince bagged a doe, a white roe.’

      ‘Isn’t it surprising that he shot a doe and not the male, with its trophy antlers?’

      ‘It was the creature that came in his sights. A hunter sometimes takes the first shot he can. Very shortly after that, he rode off alone, possibly in the direction of Halton East.’ He walked to the map on the window and jabbed a finger at it.

      I moved to stand beside him. The place he pointed to was east and a little north of our present position. ‘That’s Halton East, where his highness stayed his first night in the area, with an old school friend.’

      ‘How far is it from here?’

      ‘Two miles.’

      ‘And did he call on his old school friend?’

      ‘He did not. Mr Presthope has joined the search, around Embsay Moor.’ Upton made a circle with his hand around the map. ‘This is the area we’ve searched. Of course, he could have gone beyond. His highness is a young man, and a fine horseman, but accidents happen.’

      ‘How many men are searching?’

      ‘The local constable has a team of men and police dogs on the moors. Everyone from the estate who can be spared is out there. The head forester has a group combing woodlands. The water bailiff is searching every bend of the river. Gamekeepers are tramping the moors. The works manager and his men are inspecting every building. I felt sure we would discover him before nightfall. At eleven o’clock last night, I notified his lordship. We continued searching with lanterns, and began again at dawn. It’s a mystery, Mrs Shackleton, a mystery.’

      In spite of the seriousness, I almost smiled. I could hear James hymning my praises to the powers that be. My cousin, Kate Shackleton, has solved the most difficult of cases.

      The stuffed shirts of government would be only too happy to pursue the matter quietly, to avoid turning a crisis into a news story and a political embarrassment. But the nagging doubt returned. Why me? India Office tentacles must stretch across the land; retired colonials who know India better than their own county, who are acquainted with the personalities and speak the languages.

      ‘I’m told that the prince is a practical joker.’ I turned away from the map. ‘Is there a possibility he could have taken the train, or be paying another visit and enjoying himself at his lady companion’s expense?’

      Upton scratched his head. ‘I doubt that. No one has left by rail. His Rolls-Royce is still here. There was one little oddity, but it amounted to nothing.’

      ‘All the same, Mr Upton, do tell me. I want to have as full a picture as possible.’

      Upton leaned against the edge of his desk, betraying his weariness. ‘One of the men said that the coal merchant from Embsay, Deakin, saw an Indian on Bark Lane yesterday. When I asked Deakin about it, he said it was a mistake.’

      I made a mental note to talk to this man. After all, James had mentioned a rival Indian state. Mrs Sugden may have been indulging in her usual flights of fancy when she suspected all Indians of carrying knives and being excellent stranglers, but an Indian wandering the lanes of the estate would hardly be mistaken for a local yokel.

      ‘It’s an odd thing for the coal merchant to have said.’

      ‘He’s an odd man. Some people will say anything to be stood a drink.’

      I glanced at the map again. ‘It’s a huge area, Mr Upton.’

      Upton’s hands made fists. ‘You’ll be taking over I understand.’ The words almost choked their way through his dry lips. ‘I suggested we contact the barracks, but his lordship said to give it a few more hours.’

      ‘Please telephone to his lordship, Mr Upton. Add my voice to yours regarding the need for troops to widen the search. You have done everything you can and you are the expert on the countryside.’ He brightened a little at my praise. ‘I want to find out a little more background by speaking to those in the royal party. He may have given some hint as to what was in his mind. Also, I want to see the men who accompanied him on his ride yesterday.’

      He nodded. ‘I’ll have Osbert and Isaac sent to you. Will you work from here?’ He glanced about the converted carriage in something like dismay.

      ‘I’m sure you need this room yourself. I’ll speak first to the prince’s companion. Who else travelled with him?’

      ‘His highness drove here with just his companion, Lydia Metcalfe.’ As he spoke the woman’s name, Upton’s nostril twitched, betraying a powerful hint of disdain.

      ‘How many servants?’

      ‘Just one valet. The valet travelled by train, arriving before them with the bulk of the luggage.’

      From what little I had heard of Indian royalty, it surprised me that the prince travelled with only a single servant. ‘Isn’t it a little unusual for someone of his rank to travel without an entourage?’

      He sighed. ‘It certainly is. Prince Narayan must be cut from a more modern cloth. When the prince’s father and younger brother, Prince Jaya, were guests at his lordship’s shooting parties the retinue would have populated a large village.’

      ‘I take it that Miss Metcalfe and the valet are at Bolton Hall?’

      A coughing fit stopped Upton from answering me. He picked up a stained pint pot and took a swig of cold tea.

      I gave him time to recover.

      ‘The prince is staying at the hotel, the Devonshire Arms.’

      ‘Is Bolton Hall shut up?’

      ‘In part. There is a skeleton staff. His lordship and her ladyship are expected on 9 August, with guests arriving on the tenth, in advance of the shooting.’

      Neither of us voiced the thought that the duke may well need to change his plans, and soon.

      There was something Upton was not saying. It puzzled me that Indian royalty was being accommodated at the hotel, not the Hall. I waited. Silence often prompts a fuller explanation than a demand.

      ‘How can I put this delicately? Normally the prince would be a guest at the Hall, as his father and younger brother have been before him. But given that he is travelling with an unsuitable woman who cannot be received they occupy a floor at the Devonshire Arms.’

      So, Miss Metcalfe was a person the establishment did not intend to acknowledge. Bring in the outsider. Bring in Kate Shackleton.

      ‘I see. And does Miss Metcalfe have a maid?’

      ‘No. Apparently she insists on looking after herself.’ Having almost ventured into the territory of opinion, Upton’s eyes lit with a sudden understanding. ‘I expect they have asked a lady to come believing you might persuade Lydia Metcalfe to sling her hook.’

      ‘She must stay put, Mr Upton. Everyone must stay put. You say the maharajah arrived by Rolls-Royce?’

      ‘Yes. He drove himself.’

      ‘Have the Rolls put under lock and key. Instruct the stationmaster not to issue Miss Metcalfe or the valet a railway ticket. This is not to suggest blame attaching to them, but any information they have could be vital.’

      He nodded. ‘I’ll send word straight away.’ He opened a drawer and took out writing paper. Then he turned to me. ‘It ought to come from you. His grace said that you would be directing the investigation.’

      He placed paper on the blotter and pushed the glass inkstand towards me, inviting me to use his pen. Ignoring his touch of resentment, I dipped the blunt nib. I wrote two brief notes, one to the hotel manager ordering the Rolls-Royce to be impounded. The second, I addressed to the stationmaster, asking that no one be issued a ticket to leave Bolton Abbey station without my permission. This seemed to me a draconian but necessary order.

      When I had finished writing, Upton opened the door and called to Joel. He gave the lad careful instructions about delivering the notes.

      Joel repeated the instruction. Having a multiple errand brought a mist of confusion to his eyes. He bit his lower lip, and mumbled.

      ‘Go to the station first. Hold that note in your hand. Give it to the stationmaster. Put the other in your pocket. Go to the hotel second. When you get there, take the note from your pocket and give it to Mr Sergeant.’

      Joel released his lower lip from his teeth, leaving a livid mark on his pouting lip. Carefully, he slid one envelope into his pocket, and then he left.

      ‘Tell me, Mr Upton, apart from this mysterious sighting of an Indian or not an Indian on the road, have any strangers arrived in the area recently?’

      He opened a tobacco jar that stood on the table, and filled his pipe. ‘I thought of that. We had the usual crop of day trippers last Sunday, but they all left by evening. There is just the normal round of deliveries.’ He struck a match to light his pipe. ‘I was hoping his disappearance would turn out to be a prank, because of the reputation he has as a practical joker. You never know when a creature like Miss Metcalfe is concerned. He may have it in his mind to teach her a lesson for something or other. Give her a fright.’

      This seemed to me unlikely, but not impossible.

      We talked for a few more moments. I studied the map on the wall, trying to get my bearings. The River Wharfe snaked its way through the countryside. The places vaguely familiar to me were Strid Wood, and the Strid – the point at which a person with long legs and a brave but foolish heart might leap across the river. Down from the priory were the stepping stones, where Gerald and I had crossed.

      Just then, the door flew open. Joel stood there, his mouth opening and closing as he struggled for words. He still gripped the letter to the stationmaster in his hand. ‘He’s got a stitch. He can’t run any nearer.’

      As if feeling the need to demonstrate, Joel grabbed his lower abdomen and leaned forward, groaning.

      ‘Who’s got a stitch? What’s happened?’

      Joel stared with wide, frightened eyes. ‘Matty’s took a stitch from running with his message. They’ve found him. Drowned.’
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      Sitting on the iron step outside the estate office I pulled on my boots. I felt hollow inside. The man was drowned. I had come too late; failed before I had begun. Upton and Joel had hurried to fetch horses.

      I heard them before I saw them; the clip-clop of hooves.

      Upton was mounted on a brown mare, leading a white pony. Joel hurried along behind.

      It is a long time since I have ridden. I mounted the pony clumsily, sensing Upton’s impatience.

      ‘We’re going about a mile beyond Bolton Bridge, where the river bends before Paradise Lathe.’ He turned and called to Joel. ‘Stay here. If anyone comes, tell them where we are, and to wait.’

      The gentle pony trotted quickly, needing little encouragement. I looked to my left, across the river. The ground rose steeply and became dark with trees. The slight breeze did not stir the leaves. Only the river rushed, as if determined to join our race as it noisily whooshed across boulders. The air smelled of grass and wild garlic.

      Upton was a little way ahead. He called to me, his voice scattering, so that I had to lean forward to catch his words.

      ‘I don’t understand. We searched the river yesterday.’

      Wildflowers bowed under his horse’s hooves; buttercups, daisies, wild pinks, poppies and meadowsweet.

      I urged the pony to catch up.

      A few moments later, Upton spoke again. ‘The poor man must have been submerged, the Wharfe playing her tricks.’

      A couple of ducks sailed sedately along the river, looking about them. A curlew dipped and called.

      ‘How did it happen?’ he asked, without expecting an answer from me. ‘Maybe he stopped to let his horse drink, and scooped water for hisself. Being a stranger, he wouldn’t know the river’s treachery.’

      ‘But he was young, and a fine horseman.’

      Upton pulled ahead of me again, muttering. It sounded like, ‘How could it come to this?’

      Not far off, by a drystone wall, were two men. As we drew closer, I saw that they were standing a few feet from something on the ground. The something turned into someone, covered by a blanket. The searchers had come prepared.

      Upton and I dismounted. I patted the pony. A creature alive in the face of death can be reassuring, and need reassurance.

      I looked first at the men who had found the body. One was of medium height, with wiry sandy hair and a sun-freckled complexion. He looked shocked and bewildered, as if someone had hit him and taken the breath from his body. The second man was older, tight-lipped, with one of those grit-stone faces that is hard to read. His shoulders slumped. His arms hung heavy. As Upton drew near, this man bobbed onto his haunches and turned back the corner of the blanket that covered the head, and then turned it back a little more.

      He revealed a deathly pale young man with luxuriant black hair that had begun to dry in curls. He was so slender that his ribs showed themselves one by one, a perfect cage, the river having stolen his shirt. In a painting, he would have been a shepherd boy. This was no Indian prince.

      Upton dropped to his knees and stared.

      After a long moment, he turned to me. ‘It’s Osbert Hannon, the groom I told you about. He went riding with the prince.’

      ‘He’s not much more than a child.’

      ‘He’s twenty-one, married these seven months, and his wife expecting. His two older brothers were lost in the war. He’s his mother’s only son.’ Upton gulped and turned away. ‘Was her only son.’

      I spoke to the older man, the one with a face of stone. ‘He wasn’t missing, was he? Osbert I mean.’

      The man shook his head. ‘He searched last night with the head gamekeeper. This morning him and Isaac was to ride about again, where they’d been with the Indian.’

      ‘When did you last see Osbert?’

      ‘About midnight, when some of us gave up the search, to start again at dawn this morning.’

      Upton covered Osbert’s face, and stood up.

      The sandy-haired, bewildered man looked at me blankly when I spoke to him. ‘I’m sorry to question you when you are so upset. I’m Mrs Shackleton, asked by the duke to represent the India Office. Did you see Osbert this morning?’

      The bewildered man stared at me for a long moment, as if my words had to enter his brain, be translated into another language, and spoken back to him. Then, he shook his head.

      Upton picked up a stone and slung it into the river with great force. He wheeled round, turning on the two men. ‘Why didn’t you say who you’d found? I thought it was the Indian.’

      The stone-faced man said quietly, ‘Matty knew it were Osbert. He went running to find you, and then to get a stretcher.’

      ‘God help Osbert’s mam, sir,’ added the other. ‘And he’s no sight for a lass in his wife’s condition.’ He ran his fingers through his wiry hair, making it stand on end.

      Upton did not answer. He turned his back.

      I stared at the horizon. White clouds scudded hastily across the blue sky; the world hurrying to mock the quick and the dead.

      We spoke no more, until the fellow they called Matty came into view, carrying one end of a canvas stretcher with wooden rods.

      Behind him came Joel, holding the other end.

      They placed the stretcher on the ground. Upton picked up Osbert Hannon’s body, as gently as if he were about to nurse a baby. As he did so, I noticed a nasty wound on the back of the young man’s head. This could have been from the rocks on the riverbed, or it may have been inflicted before he entered the water. Upton laid Osbert on the canvas and covered him, as though tucking him in for the night.

      ‘Matty, Joel, go on searching along the river.’

      Matty nodded.

      Joel looked blank. ‘What for?’

      ‘For an Indian, dead or alive. What do you think? I’m not sending you on a bloody fishing expedition. Go as far as the weir. And keep your traps shut about Osbert till I say open ’em.’

      The other two men had taken up positions at either end of the stretcher, waiting for instructions.

      ‘Bring him to the estate office. Say nowt.’ He turned to me as we walked towards the horse and pony. ‘Thank God I didn’t have the church bells rung to call off the search.’

      The animals were grazing patiently. This time I mounted more easily. ‘I must break the news to Osbert’s wife and mother before I bring his body home to them,’ Upton said as he swung into the saddle.

      ‘Wait! The coroner will need to consider Osbert’s death in relation to the maharajah’s disappearance. There will be a post mortem, and an inquest. Have the body taken to Bolton Hall and notify the constable.’

      The flat of Upton’s palm went to his forehead. ‘Of course. You’re right.’

      He called to the men and trotted up to them.

      The wound on the back of Osbert’s head may have been caused accidentally, when he fell into the water. But the river murmured murder. A man so young and lithe did not fall and drown. He was pushed. Why?
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      I dismounted from the pony in the stable yard of the Devonshire Arms Hotel. This was where Upton told me I would find Isaac Withers, the man who, along with Osbert Hannon, had accompanied the prince on his ride yesterday.

      Hearing the pony’s hooves, an elderly man emerged from the furthest stall, squinting as he came into the light. He looked at the pony, and at me. Ledges of pocked flesh crossed his cheeks and either side of his mouth. Two warts gave him the appearance of a lumpy old tree.

      So this was Joel’s father, Isaac. Either Joel was older than he appeared, or he was the fruit of old loins. Whereas the son gave the appearance of a poorly clad scarecrow, the father appeared to wear every item of clothing that had come his way. In spite of the warmth of a summer morning, he wore gaiters on his trousers, two pairs of thick socks, grey and brown, a heavy overcoat, scarf and an old cap.

      ‘Are you done with the pony so soon, madam?’ The sheer amount of clothing slowed his movements. He hobbled closer, narrowing his eyes, waiting to hear where I had been, and why.

      ‘Are you Mr Withers?’

      ‘That I be.’

      ‘Hello. I am Mrs Shackleton. I’m here to find out what has happened to his lordship’s guest.’

      Even his bushy eyebrows appeared extravagantly overdone. He raised them, giving a sparkle of surprise to rheumy old eyes that were exceedingly pink around the lids. ‘Has summat happened to him?’

      ‘Mr Withers, I need to ask you a few questions. When you have seen to the pony, please come and join me on that bench out there.’

      ‘What do you want to know?’

      ‘We’ll speak when you are done. Five minutes?’

      ‘I’m on me own, and I’m not as fleet as I were.’

      ‘Then, when you are ready.’

      I left the stable block and sat outside. On the bench, I stretched my legs, examining the toes of my well-worn boots. These boots have been my stand-by since the age of nineteen. Perhaps I shall still have them when I am ninety.

      The tranquillity of this place was palpable. Yet it was not silent. Nearby, bees hummed in a patch of lavender. Birds sang. Above, small white clouds raced by; clouds with an appointment to keep.

      After ten minutes, the sound of hobnail boots cut into the hum of bumblebees. I edged to the far end of the bench to give the man room. ‘Please sit down, Mr Withers.’

      ‘They call me Isaac.’

      When he sat down, a smell settled between us – horse muck, animals, sweat, damp clothes dried out, stale tobacco.

      He took out a clay pipe. ‘Is it all right if I smoke?’

      ‘Yes.’

      I waited until he had filled and lit his pipe.

      ‘Tell me about going out with the Indian prince yesterday, Isaac.’

      ‘He’s not found then?’

      ‘Were you asked to go, or did you volunteer?’

      ‘I’m better on a horse than on my feet these days, though I’ll be joining the beaters when grouse-shooting starts. Mr Upton picked me and Osbert to go, on what whim I don’t know. Me being the eldest and him the fleetest probably.’

      ‘What time did you set off?’

      He pressed his fingers on the centre of his forehead and rubbed his inner eye, perhaps to prompt his memory. ‘Seven o’clock yesterday morning, that was the first time.’

      ‘How did he seem to you?’

      ‘He was right enough.’

      ‘Was he friendly, aloof, did he ask any questions?’

      ‘He wanted to know the lie of the land and asked about the grouse shooting. I pointed out Hazelwood Moor and Barden Moor. We took him through the Valley of Desolation, White Doe Path, all around. He were asking about Embsay Moor and the grouse butts. I gave him fair warning over the disused shafts up there, and peat pits.’

      I made a mental note to ask Upton whether the shafts and pits had been searched, but given the man’s thoroughness, I felt sure they had, if searching such places was possible. A thought struck me. Perhaps the prince would never be found.

      ‘What was he like?’

      Isaac sucked on his pipe. ‘Not like any man I ever did see. Something special about him. You’d say he was royal even if you didn’t know it.’

      ‘Can you explain?’

      He thought for a moment. ‘I
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