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  Chapter one
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The Toast


The squire hit the parquet like a sack of wet cement. 
One moment Lord Pemberton Ashcroft-Hale was on his feet, champagne flute raised, pinkie extended, face the colour of over-ripe beef, toasting the success of the Amersham Hunt Club's fifty-third annual ball. The next, something happened to his face that stopped the room before his body even started to fall.
It wasn't the collapse that silenced the string quartet. It was the grimace.
A fixed, terrible pulling-back of the lips. Teeth bared to the gumline, jaw locked hard, every muscle in his face seized at once into something that wasn't pain and wasn't fury but was somehow both. The skin around his eyes went tight. His neck cabled with effort. It looked like a man who'd been shown something he couldn't unsee. Later - days later, in a pathologist's report I wasn't supposed to read - I'd learn the medical name for it: risus sardonicus. The sardonic grin. The calling card of strychnine poisoning.
Right then, watching from the servants' entrance with a glass of warm Chablis I hadn't touched, I just knew it was wrong in the way seven years on the Metropolitan Police teaches your gut to know things before your brain catches up.
He went rigid first. Shoulders, neck, tendons straining through his white tie collar. His glass arm snapped down and the champagne detonated on the Turkish carpet someone had laid to protect the parquet from the hoi polloi's dancing. Then the convulsions took him. Not a graceful society swoon but a full-body seizing that pitched him sideways into the string quartet's cellist with enough force to send her bow shrieking across strings. She yelped. Her music stand clattered into the violinist behind her. The room erupted.
I'd been here for two hours, holding an untouched drink, wearing a borrowed white shirt and black trousers, pretending to be nobody. My leather jacket was in the Spitfire. So was CJ, who'd been giving me the political prisoner look through the window since seven o'clock.
The room smelled of woodsmoke from the two fireplaces, beeswax on the parquet, and the dense floral collision of fifty women's perfume. Outside the tall sash windows, the Chilterns dark was absolute. Full night since half four, the beech woods on the hillside invisible, the whole county folded away into winter. Inside, the chandeliers were burning properly for once; there'd been a three-day week in February, power cuts all through the autumn, and people with houses like this had developed a habit of lighting every candle in the place when the electricity was actually on, as if reminding themselves it was still available.
I was here for Denny.
Dennis Cray - Denny to anyone who'd sat across from him in an interview room, which in the Chilterns included most of the CID - was a fence. Not a flashy one. His specialty was ecclesiastical silver: communion plate, altar crosses, candlesticks lifted from unlocked vestries and moved quietly through antique dealers who didn't ask questions and gave receipts describing items as "miscellaneous estate silver." St. Luke's in Chesham had hired me to find their candlesticks, and three weeks of patient work had led me here, to a contact in the hunt club, to Denny nursing a glass of champagne near the buffet in a brown suit that had last been fashionable when rationing ended.
The rent was due first of December. It was the seventeenth of November, 1973. I was not in a position to be selective about cases.
Two things happened as the room lurched into chaos that I only connected later.
The first was Denny. I found him in the crowd just as Ashcroft-Hale began to fall - and watched him set his champagne glass down on the nearest surface, untouched, turn, and move quietly toward the exit. Not hurrying. Not running. Moving like a man who knew the shape of what was coming and wanted to be elsewhere when it arrived.
The second was a woman standing twenty feet from me, on my side of the room. Dark-haired, mid-forties, in a dress the colour of old burgundy that had cost someone a great deal of money. She wasn't watching the toast. She was watching Ashcroft-Hale's face. Perfectly still in the crowd's excited motion, as if waiting for something specific. When the grimace locked in she went very slightly, barely perceptibly, slack. As though something she'd been holding at tension for a long time could finally be put down.
I logged both. Filed them. Turned my attention to the man convulsing on the floor.
The ballroom erupted the way posh rooms do when something goes genuinely wrong  -  not usefully, but in rings of hysteria and expensive perfume and the paralysis of people who have never once had to deal with a real emergency. The smell of it changed immediately: champagne soaking into carpet, something sharper underneath, the specific adrenaline tang that crowds produce when they cross from celebration to fear. A man in hunting pink stumbled backward into a canapé table and sent a cascade of smoked salmon blinis across the floor. Two people tried to catch Ashcroft-Hale and mostly got in each other's way. The cellist sat frozen with her bow raised like a question mark, a gash on her hand bleeding quietly onto her white blouse, and the violinist behind her had gone the colour of old putty.
A woman near the fireplace pressed both hands over her mouth and made a sound that wasn't quite screaming. Someone knocked a full glass of champagne off the nearest table and nobody looked down at it.
"Someone call an ambulance!" A man near the console table was already lifting the harvest-gold trimphone, squinting at it as though the instrument had personally complicated his evening.
I pushed through. "Step back. Give him air."
"Who in God's name are you?" The Master of the Hunt materialised in front of me  -  red coat, white breeches, sideburns belonging to a different century, the absolute assumption that his presence would settle the matter.
"Private investigator." I showed him the licence I kept in my left trouser pocket. "That man is dying. Move."
Seven years on the Met never entirely leaves you. He moved.
I knelt beside Ashcroft-Hale.
He was still conscious. That was the part I hadn't expected, the part that would stay with me long after the case was closed. His eyes moved and tracked and were aware. Whatever was happening to his body, his mind was still inside it, experiencing every second. The convulsions came in waves. Between them he was rigid, the grimace locked in place, and the grotesque exposure of his teeth made him look like something from a Gothic engraving. His fingers clawed at the carpet. His dress shirt was soaked through.
I checked his airway  -  clear  -  and looked up at the ring of faces pressing in.
"His champagne. Was his glass the same as everyone else's?"
Blank stares.
"Anyone feeling ill? Dizzy? Any tingling in your hands?"
Nothing. A few headshakes.
Targeted, then. His glass and no other.
Between the third and fourth convulsions, he died. Not gradually  -  abruptly, like a switch thrown. One moment the muscles were fighting. The next they weren't. His eyes fixed on a point past my right shoulder. The grimace held, locked by the toxin, and that was the face he kept.
I stood. "He's gone."
"Pemby!"  -  a single word, ragged and wild. Lady Ashcroft-Hale went down at the knees and someone caught her, silk and emerald, her chignon coming loose, both hands reaching for a man the crowd wouldn't let her reach. By the time I looked back she was upright, a stranger's arm around her, face already closed.
Outside, the November dark had settled hard over the Chilterns. Full dark since half past four  -  this far into November there was no twilight to speak of, just afternoon and then the kind of solid rural black that the city never quite manages. The manor house sat in its own amber island of floodlight, all Georgian symmetry and dressed limestone, and the cold that came off the chalk hills had a thin mineral quality, nothing like London cold.
I'd been a Londoner once. Seven years on the Metropolitan Police  -  detective constable, then the unspoken wall you hit as a woman who wants to make sergeant and finds the institution has other ideas. I'd investigated murders, frauds, a protection racket out of a south London dry cleaner's, and one case involving an MP and stolen currency that went nowhere because some people fall upward no matter what they do. Then I'd gone private. Two rooms above a butcher's shop in Chesham, a notebook full of contacts, and a revolver I was technically no longer licensed to carry.
The dog had come with the territory.
I was crossing the gravel, calculating whether Denny had reached the car park yet, when CJ found me.
She didn't bark. A low continuous whine, felt before heard  -  the frequency that meant something is wrong and you need to come now. Seventy pounds of standard poodle shot out of the Spitfire the moment I unlocked it, hit the gravel in a neat four-point landing, and was immediately working  -  nose down, tail up in the stiff horizontal flag that meant business, not play.
CJ – Calliope Jane – had been trained by the Met's dog unit before a torn ligament ended her service career at three years old. A handler I knew had passed her to me when I went private  -  too clever for retirement, he'd said, she'll eat your furniture otherwise. She'd eaten two chair legs in the first month while we worked out a system. Since then her nose had found me two caches of stolen property, one body under forty years of farmyard debris, and one man who'd been hiding in a wardrobe for six hours and was beginning to wish he'd chosen a different strategy.
I followed her around the east wing and into the stable yard. The floodlights ended here. I thumbed on my pocket torch and swept it across cobblestones. The hound kennels sat at the far end  -  long and low, Chiltern red brick, the kennel master's cottage beyond with a warm light in the window. The forty hounds in their runs should have been settled for the night. They weren't. They were circling in low anxious loops, and the older ones were standing still, looking at the water trough with the focused attention of animals that know their environment has been interfered with.
CJ led me straight to it and sat down in the formal alert. Backside on ground, head up, eyes on me. Not a possibility. A certainty.
I held the torch over the galvanised steel trough.
The water looked almost right. Almost. In the beam there was a faint cloudiness toward the bottom, not the muddy kind that comes from sediment or heavy use but something more evenly suspended, slightly milky. At the waterline a crystalline deposit had dried in a thin tidemark that wasn't limescale  -  not in a chalk valley, not this fine and faintly iridescent in direct torchlight.
I crouched, kept my face well back, and dipped the tip of my little finger into the water.
Touched it to my tongue.
The bitterness hit like a physical force  -  a violent seizing of the salivary glands, an immediate shudder running to the back molars. Not the ordinary bitterness of tonic or strong tea. Something that felt almost aggressive, as though it was designed to be tasted, as though a tiny amount of it was sufficient warning. I spat onto the cobbles, spat again, rinsed hard from the water bottle in my jacket pocket, spat once more to be certain.
I knew that bitterness from seven years reading agricultural poisoning reports. Not the specific compound  -  that needed a lab, or someone who knew their chemistry considerably better than I did. But something concentrated, violently bitter, entirely wrong in a dog's drinking water. The hounds hadn't touched it. Their instincts, or the smell of the dissolved crystals at the waterline, had kept them back all evening.
I looked at them in their runs. They looked back at me with the grave attentiveness of animals waiting for someone competent to take charge of the situation.
One dead man. One trough that came close. And a widow who'd stopped crying before her husband stopped twitching.
I gave CJ her release signal and she bounced around my feet, shaking the tension out. Dried liver from my jacket pocket. She ate it in one snap and looked for more.
"That's your lot. Good girl."
I wrote it all down in my notebook  -  time, location, the deposit, the taste, the hounds' behaviour  -  and went to find Denny before he made the A41.
He was in the car park, moving fast for a small man in a brown suit, keys already out for a beige Hillman Hunter parked apologetically on the far side. I stepped out from between a Rover and a Land Rover and said his name.
He stopped. His shoulders came up around his ears.
"Turn around, Denny."
He turned. His face was the colour of old candle tallow, with the glazed look of a man who'd spent the last twenty minutes rehearsing a story and wasn't confident in it. "I haven't done anything."
"Not tonight." I moved to stand between him and the car. "You put your drink down before he fell. Before anyone else in that room knew what was coming. I watched you do it."
His jaw worked. He looked at the manor house windows, at the blue light beginning to pulse at the foot of the drive, at anything that wasn't my face. The nervous fidget of his hands  -  keys turning over and over  -  was the most honest thing about him.
"St. Luke's candlesticks," I said. "That's all I came here for. A name, a shop, an address. Give me that and you drive away right now and I never saw you tonight."
"I can't."
"Can't or won't?"
He looked at me then, properly, and the fear in him wasn't his usual operational anxiety  -  the low-grade permanent tension of a man living one step ahead of a receiving charge. This was something with deeper roots. "Can't. They're gone. Already moved on. I'm sorry about St. Luke's and all that, but they're gone. Honest." He stepped sideways toward the car and I let him go. I had no warrant card, no authority except what I could manufacture out of force of personality and the dark. "You think this is one thing  -  one dead lord, a poisoning, police sort it out and it's done. It ain't. Go home, Vali. Be glad you came here for me tonight and not for nothing else."
"Meaning what, exactly?"
But he was already in the Hillman Hunter, door shut, engine turning over with the apologetic cough of a car that matched its owner. He drove away without headlights until he reached the road.
Three weeks' work. A dead case.
I stood in the cold and let it settle.
I was still watching the tail lights when Lady Ashcroft-Hale appeared at my shoulder.
Up close she was younger than I'd thought  -  early thirties, possibly. She'd reconstructed herself since the ballroom floor: chignon repinned, composure back in place like a garment she'd learned to put on in the dark. The fox fur coat was closed at the throat, her hands still, and whatever had happened in the last forty minutes was locked somewhere I couldn't see it.
She had the chequebook already in her hand.
"You're the investigator." Not a question  -  she'd seen me in the ballroom, or someone had told her. "I need to hire you. Now, before the police arrive and settle on the most convenient explanation."
"Which is?"
"Whichever tenant farmer or disgruntled hunt member they find easiest. Pemberton was not beloved." She opened the chequebook against the Spitfire's bonnet, bare wrist on cold metal, not flinching at the temperature. "I know my husband was murdered. I know the local police would far rather call it natural causes and have done. A dead peer at his own hunt ball is not the kind of case anyone in this county wants to pursue."
She wasn't wrong about that.
"Ten pounds a day, expenses, fifty-pound retainer," I said. "Access to your husband's papers, his correspondence, his business associates. And a complete guest list  -  everyone who was in that ballroom tonight."
"Seventy-five to start." She wrote it without hesitating, tore it, held it out. Boarding-school handwriting, the pen barely touching the paper. Lady Margaret Ashcroft-Hale. Coutts Bank, Strand. Not Barclays, not the local NatWest  -  Coutts, which is where people bank when they want the world to understand their money is older than other people's money. "Triple it when you find who did this."
I took it. "One question. The kennels  -  someone poisoned the hounds' water trough tonight. My dog found it. I need to know what compounds the kennels routinely stock and who had access to the yard this evening."
Lady Ashcroft-Hale went still  -  not the stillness of surprise but of a fact finding its slot in a pattern that already existed.
"He loved those dogs," she said. Quieter than anything she'd said so far, and more unguarded. "More than - " She stopped. Something crossed her face and she put it away. "More than he loved most things in his life."
"So harming them was meant to harm him."
"Yes." She met my eyes. "Find who did this, Miss Noir. I don't care what it costs."
She walked back toward the manor house, heels precise on gravel, the fox fur swinging behind her. I watched her go and sat with two things: she'd arrived at the car park with a chequebook in hand before the ambulance had reached the drive, and the verb she'd chosen was find. Not prove. Not report to the police.
Find.
CJ appeared at my knee without a sound.
DI Ray Thorne was coming up the drive alongside the first CID Cortina, hands in his overcoat pockets, moving with the unhurried confidence of a man who expected the world to wait for him and found that it generally did. We'd served together at Paddington Green  -  or occupied the same building while disagreeing about most things, including the appropriate response when a senior officer is falsifying evidence. I'd reported it. He'd been exonerated. I'd resigned six months later, which was the only kind of victory that particular institution understood.
He crossed the car park and saw me and his expression settled into something I knew. Not surprise. The look of a man who's opened a door expecting one thing and found another, but isn't about to let on that he minds.
"Noir."
"Detective Inspector."
"Working?"
"Lady Ashcroft-Hale retained me." I watched him take in the timing  -  the body still warm, the blue lights only now multiplying at the foot of the drive. "About fifteen minutes ago."
"Did she." He looked at me for a beat longer than the exchange required. "Don't go anywhere."
"I'll be in the car."
I got in the Spitfire. CJ arranged herself across the gearstick in her usual fashion, which made third gear an act of negotiation. The heater produced a smell of burning dust and approximately three watts of warmth. I opened my notebook and read back through what I had, while the machinery of a murder investigation ground into its first ungainly motion behind me.
One dead man with his face locked into something no undertaker was going to fix easily. One trough full of something that had nearly done the same job. A woman in emerald silk who'd called her husband's name across a ballroom floor  -  and was standing in a car park with a chequebook twenty minutes later. A fence who'd known to leave before it happened. And a dark-haired woman in an expensive burgundy dress who'd been watching for something specific, and found it.
Thorne could have his twenty minutes with the scene he was going to misread.
Then this investigation was mine.






  
  Chapter two
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The Widow's Hire


My flat smelled of Teacher's whisky and cold takeaway by the time I got back. 
I'd picked up chips from the van on Chesham high street out of habit, eaten half of them standing over the sink, and thrown the rest in the bin. CJ had pressed her nose to the wrapper until I relented and let her have the last few. She wasn't supposed to have fried food. I wasn't supposed to be mixing whisky with a work night, but the squire was dead and I couldn't stop hearing the screech of that cello bow.
I poured two fingers of Teacher's and sat at my desk. The flat was two rooms above a butcher's  -  bedroom the size of a generous wardrobe, and the main room doing duty as office, kitchen, and sitting room all at once. The desk was a salvaged library table, wide and solid, covered in the usual archaeological strata: case files at the bottom, a thick layer of overdue bills and circulars in the middle, and the fresh deposit of tonight's ashtray and Lady Ashcroft-Hale's cheque on top.
Seventy-five pounds. Crisp, white, signed in a hand so steady it was almost theatrical.
I propped it against the ashtray  -  a trout-shaped thing I'd nicked from a Marlow pub during a surveillance job  -  and pulled out a fresh notebook.
A Lord of the realm, dead on the parquet floor, champagne flute shattered, mouth foamed pink. Something dodgy in the hounds' trough. A widow who'd written me a cheque inside ten minutes of meeting me, barely glanced at the body, hand rock-steady.
I started a page. Put down what I knew: dead peer, poisoned trough, wife hired me before the body was cold. Then the things that wanted explaining. Who'd had access to his champagne glass. Whether there had been a different tasteless poison used – the rank taste of the drop I'd  sampled from the trough played on my mind. Whether the trough was a warning or a dry run. Why a woman whose husband had just died in front of two hundred witnesses was paying a private detective rather than trusting the police she'd had no choice but to call.
I put a star next to that last one.
The clock on my mantelpiece  -  a wind-up job I'd inherited from my aunt Bea, which ran five minutes fast and had done since 1962  -  said half past midnight. I'd been awake since six, spent the afternoon chasing Denny through three villages before he'd agreed to show at the hunt ball. Now Denny was lost. Couldn't blame him. Nobody wanted to be seen chatting to a known PI at a crime scene, especially not a fence with three active warrants who'd only agreed to talk because I'd promised it'd be casual. A peer dropping dead of poisoning mid-toast was a lot of things. Casual wasn't one of them.
I'd need to write up that case , explain to the St Luke's Parish Council how I lost  the fence who'd shifted their stolen inventory. Maybe when I told them why I'd blown my cover, I'd only lose  some of my fee, and maybe they'd let me knock it on the head for now and get back to it after I'd solved this case. That was tomorrow's problem.
Tonight's problem had nicer cheekbones.
I finished the whisky, rinsed the glass, and went to bed. CJ had already claimed her corner by the radiator, three turns complete, nose tucked under her tail. She opened one eye at me, decided that staying put was more comfortable, and closed it again.
Sleep didn't come easy. It rarely does after a death. My mind kept circling the same points: the foam at Pemberton's mouth, the way Lady Ashcroft-Hale had smiled when I'd mentioned the hounds' trough, the precise and curious phrase  -  the ones he loved more than  -  before she'd stopped herself. More than what? More than her? More than his children? More than his own health and safety?
By two in the morning I'd decided the widow was hiding something.
By three, I'd decided she'd hired me because I was cheaper and more discreet than whatever she was afraid of.
By four I gave up and made tea.
The manor house looked different in daylight. Less gothic, more merely rich  -  a mid-Georgian pile in pale limestone that the morning sun turned a faint gold. The gravel drive was still tracked with last night's tyre marks from the police vehicles, and
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