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About the Book

When Commander Thomas Pitt is ordered to protect a young woman visiting London from Spain, he cannot see why this is a job for Special Branch. When she disappears in the dead of night from Angel Court, however, he is faced with a dangerous mystery. Sofia preached new, and some say blasphemous, religious ideals, and her life had been threatened. But Pitt senses there is some deeper and more dangerous reason for her kidnap – if that is what it is.

Three men are caught up in the hunt for Sofia – her cousin, a banker for the Church of England, a popular and charismatic politician, and a journalist who seems determined to goad Pitt to the truth. Each seem to be hiding something, and as the search for answers stretches from London to Spain, Pitt knows that time is running out, and the nation’s security could be at stake . . .

The Angel Court Affair is the thirtieth superb mystery featuring Thomas and Charlotte Pitt from the master of Victorian crime.


To Michael Ducker


Chapter One

PITT STARED at the Home Office minister with disbelief. He was standing in the quiet, sunlit room in Whitehall, the traffic outside inaudible.

‘A Spanish saint?’ he said, struggling to keep his voice more or less level.

‘She’s not Spanish, she’s English,’ Sir Walter replied patiently. ‘She merely lives in Spain. Toledo, I’m told. She is here to visit her family.’

‘Then what is that to do with Special Branch, sir?’ Pitt asked. Special Branch had been created initially to deal with the Irish Problem, and now in the spring of 1898, its remit had broadened greatly to address anything that was considered to be a threat to the security of the nation.

All Europe was in turmoil as the century drew towards its close. The unrest was escalating and becoming more open. Anarchist bombings occurred in one place or another every few weeks. In France the Dreyfus affair was raging on towards a climax no one could predict. There were even rumours that the Government would fall.

Addressing the threat of assassination to a dignitary visiting England was among the duties of Special Branch, but not the convenience of a touring nun, or whatever she was, as Pitt was about to point out.

‘There have been letters containing threats against her life,’ Sir Walter cut him off, his face completely expressionless. ‘Her opinions have caused some concern, and . . . anger. Unfortunately she has been rather too free in expressing them.’

‘I thought she hadn’t arrived yet,’ Pitt argued.

‘She hasn’t,’ Sir Walter agreed. ‘She is due in Southampton this evening and in London tomorrow. We need to be prepared.’

‘It’s a police problem,’ Pitt said tersely. ‘I doubt anyone here will care enough to argue with her, let alone cause a nuisance. But if they do, then the local police can take care of it.’

Sir Walter sighed, as if this were a tedious argument he had had before. ‘Pitt, this is not a suggestion. You may think that many people are apathetic as to the exact details of religious doctrine, and only deeply committed Christians will argue with her, and we trust that they at least know how to behave within the law.’ He raised white eyebrows. ‘Probably that they will even act with Christian charity. If so, you are a fool! Some men will argue more passionately about religion than anything else on earth. It represents order, sanity, the inevitable victory of good over evil. More important and judgemental than that, it confirms to them their place in creation.’ He smiled bleakly. ‘Somewhere near the top. The appearance of modesty forbids the very top. Something has to be held back for God.’ His smile faded and his eyes were grim. ‘Threaten that, and you threaten everything.’

He shook his head. ‘For God’s sake, man, look at how religion has torn us apart throughout history! Start with the Crusades, and the Inquisition in Spain, the persecution of the Cathars and Waldenses in the rest of Europe, the massacres of the Huguenots in France. We’ve burned both Catholics and Protestants ourselves. You think it couldn’t happen again? If Dreyfus were not a Jew, do you think this whole monstrous affair would ever have started, never mind reached this proportion?’

Pitt drew breath to argue, and found the words frozen on his tongue.

It was barely the end of April. Earlier in the month President McKinley had asked the United States Congress for a declaration of war against Spain. Cuba had been seeking independence from Spain for many years. The United States had begun to intervene in the dispute, seeing an opportunity to gain power and position, and when the battleship USS Maine had been mysteriously blown up in Havana harbour, the powerful US press openly blamed Spain. On 21 April Congress had ordered a naval blockade of all Cuban harbours, demanding that Spain surrender control of Cuba. On 25 April, four days ago, America had declared war. It was the first time they had done such a thing in their brief, idealistic existence when they had settled the land, built, explored and developed industry. But this new desire for expansion could grow to involve other naval powers, even Britain, if America chose to make it so.

Now suddenly it was expanding its armies and its navy and looking for possessions overseas, as far away as Hawaii, and the Philippines. If anything went wrong with this Spanish woman’s visit, it could persuade the Spanish that Britain was on the American side in this new war, and declare war on Britain themselves. A chilling thought.

And violence at home was not so very different from that now escalating across Europe. President Carnot of France had been assassinated four years ago in 1894. Last year it had been Prime Minister Cánovas del Castillo in Spain, where the violence had reached new abominations.

‘She is bringing half a dozen or so of her . . . acolytes,’ Sir Walter went on, as if he had not noticed Pitt’s absence of attention.

‘God only knows what sort of people they are, but we don’t want any of them killed on our soil. I’m sure you understand the embarrassment that would be to Her Majesty’s Government. Especially in light of our history with Spain. We don’t want to give them any excuses for war with us as well.’ He looked at Pitt carefully, as if possibly he had overestimated him and would be obliged to reconsider.

‘Yes, sir,’ Pitt replied. ‘Of course I understand. Is it even remotely likely that she would be attacked here?’ He asked the question not in a spirit of incredulity, but hoping for some assurance that it was not so. The recent past had destroyed a lot of certainties, not only in Europe but in America as well.

Sir Walter’s expression eased out a little, the deep lines about his mouth less severe. ‘Probably not,’ he replied with the ghost of a smile. ‘But apparently this woman’s English family do not approve of her at all. She left in the first place over some quarrel of principle, so I hear. Families can be the devil!’ There was some sympathy in his voice.

Pitt made a last effort to avoid the task. ‘Domestic violence is police work, sir, not Special Branch’s. We have a big case of industrial sabotage at the moment that looks as if it is foreign inspired. It’s getting worse and has to be stopped. That affects the safety of the nation.’

Sir Walter’s eyes were bright and sharp. ‘It is the effect on the nation that determines whose problem it is, Pitt, not the victim’s relationship to the attacker, and you know that as well as I do. If you didn’t, believe me, you would not be long in your position.’

Pitt cleared his throat, and spoke quietly.

‘Do we know the nature of this quarrel within the woman’s family, sir?’

Sir Walter gave a slight shrug. If he noticed the change in Pitt’s tone, he was sophisticated enough not to show it.

‘The usual sort of thing with wilful daughters, I believe,’ he replied, the slight smile back on his face. ‘She declined to marry the young man of excellent breeding and fortune, and tedious habits, whom they had selected for her.’

Pitt remembered that Sir Walter had three daughters.

‘And ran off to Spain and married some Spanish man of unknown character and probably unknown ancestry, at least to Sofia’s parents,’ Sir Walter added. ‘I imagine it was embarrassing to them.’

‘How long ago was this?’ Pitt asked, keeping his face as expressionless as he could. He too had a daughter fast approaching marriageable age.

‘Oh, it was some time,’ Sir Walter replied ruefully. ‘I think it is her religious views that have now compounded the problem. It wouldn’t matter so much if she kept them to herself, but unfortunately she doesn’t. She has formed something of a sect.’

‘Roman Catholic?’ Pitt imagined a cult to do with the Virgin Mary, perhaps, causing old persecutions to be remembered.

‘Apparently not.’ Sir Walter lifted one elegant shoulder. ‘It hardly matters. Just see that no one attacks her while she is in England. The sooner she leaves the better, but alive and well, if you please.’

Pitt straightened to attention. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Sofia Delacruz?’ Charlotte said with a sudden sharpening of interest. She and Pitt were sitting by a low fire in the parlour, the curtains drawn across the french windows on to the garden. Almost all the light was gone from the cool spring sky and there was a definite chill in the air. Sixteen-year-old Jemima and thirteen-year-old Daniel were both upstairs in their rooms. Jemima would be daydreaming, or writing letters to her friends. Daniel would be deep in the adventures of the latest Boy’s Own Paper.

Pitt leaned forward and put another log on the fire. It gave less heat than coal, but he liked the smell of the apple wood.

‘Have you heard of her?’ he asked with surprise.

Charlotte smiled slightly self-consciously. ‘Yes, a bit.’

He remembered Sir Walter’s reference to a scandal in the past, and knew how Charlotte loathed gossip, even when it was the lifeblood of investigation. She listened to it, but with guilt, and a thread of fear. She had seen too many of its victims.

‘What did you hear?’ he said gravely. ‘She may be in danger. I need to know.’

Charlotte did not argue, which in itself was indicative of a different kind of interest. He detected concern in her eyes. She put down the sewing she had been doing.

‘And you are going to protect her?’ she asked curiously.

‘I’ve assigned Brundage to it,’ he replied.

‘Not Stoker?’ She was puzzled.

‘Stoker’s quite senior now,’ he pointed out. He did not want to be sharp and set a division between them. This quiet evening alone with her was the best part of his day. Its peace mattered intensely to him. ‘He has other responsibilities, and Brundage is a good man.’

‘I’ve heard her ideas are pretty radical.’ She was gazing at him steadily.

‘For example?’

‘I don’t know,’ she admitted, pushing the sewing away and leaning forward a little. ‘Perhaps I’ll go and listen to what she has to say. She has to have more fire than our local minister.’ Charlotte went to church on most Sundays because she took the children. It was part of belonging to the community and of being accepted. It was also the best place for them to meet other people about whom Charlotte knew at least something substantial, if not profound. More often than not, Pitt discovered some pressing duty elsewhere.

Pitt nodded agreement, but he was far more conscious of a sharp memory stirring in his mind. His mother had taken him to the parish church on the edge of the estate every Sunday of his childhood. He could almost see the shafts of coloured light slanting downwards from the stained-glass windows; smell the stone and faint odour of dust. There were shuffles of movement, a creaking of stays, and the dry riffle of pages being turned. Very seldom had he actually listened. Some of the stories from the Old Testament were good, but they were isolated, forming no consistent history of God and man. It was more a series of errors and corrections, well-earned disasters, and then heroic rescues. A lot of the rest of it was lists of names, or wonderfully poetic prophecies of desolation to come.

Had he believed any of it? And even if he had, did it matter? It had to do with morality, with duty and honour, but if he were honest, the Boy’s Own Magazine stories he had borrowed had stirred his heart far more, with their tales of adventure, of heroes any boy would want to copy. He smiled now with quiet pleasure, and a sense of identity with Daniel when he saw him reading them. The magazine now had a new name, the stories had different settings, but the spirit was the same.

Pitt had grown up close to the land, expecting to become a gamekeeper on a country estate, like his father. Then his father had been accused of poaching, and was transported to Australia, one of the last to be so punished. Pitt had always believed him innocent, but had never been able to prove it, either at the time or since.

The owner of the estate, Sir Arthur Desmond, had taken pity on Pitt’s mother and allowed her to stay. He had even educated Pitt alongside his son, perhaps out of charity, but also to spur on his son’s lazy habits. It would scald his pride to be outdone by one of his own servants. Pitt had had enough sense not to do so, at least not often.

But he had grown up with a burning desire to see justice, which had taken him first to the police, rising to command in Bow Street. Then he had solved a case that had trodden very hard on powerful political toes. He had been first dismissed, and then moved to Special Branch to protect him from a degree of revenge, and also to provide him with a means to earn a living using the only skills he had, but at which he excelled.

A further dramatic case had placed him early at its head. The disgraced gamekeeper’s son was now something of a gentleman. The manners were in his nature, but the security of it was no deeper than a single layer of skin. Perhaps Sir Walter was acute enough to know that.

So what was it that still clung to him so sharply about those old memories of church? The companionship of his mother, the rare sense of peace within her as if she were at last safe, loved, and completely unafraid? He had thought at the time that her faith was simple and certain. While he was glad for her, because he knew it comforted some of her fears that he could not – even filled a certain loneliness – he had no desire to be the same. It was a subject they had never spoken about, from choice for both of them.

He wondered now if perhaps it had not been nearly as easy for her as he had supposed, but she had led him to think it was because it took a certain burden from him. It was one area in which he could be a child. She had allowed him that, as she had so many other things of which he had been unaware at the time. She had died without ever telling him she was ill. She had sent him away so he would not notice, not suffer with her. How could he have been so blind as to let her?

What did he believe? A hundred things about morality, about honour and kindness. But about God?

Charlotte was watching him, waiting. Was she aware of the thoughts inside him?

‘You want to go and listen to her?’ Pitt said, breaking the silence at last.

‘Yes,’ she said immediately. ‘I’ve heard she is outrageous, even blasphemous in her ideas. I’d love to know what they are!’

He realised how little they had ever spoken of what either of them believed in matters of religion. And yet he knew everything else about her. He knew what hurt her, made her angry, and made her laugh or cry, whom she liked and what she thought of them, even of herself. Often he would read her thoughts in her face. At other times it was in far smaller things: a sudden silence, an unexplained kindness, the letting slip an old grudge someone else could have held on to, and he knew she had understood a shadow, or a pain, because he had known it also.

‘Does it matter to you?’ he asked. ‘If she is blasphemous.’

She looked at him with surprise. At first he thought it was because he had asked. Then he realised that it was at herself.

‘Actually, I have no idea,’ she confessed. ‘Perhaps that is why I want to go. I’m not sure I even know what blasphemy is. Cursing, or desecration of a shrine, I understand. But what is an idea that is blasphemous?’

‘Darwin’s On the Origin of Species,’ he answered immediately. ‘The suggestion that we evolved from something lesser rather than descended from something greater. It threatens our entire concept of ourselves.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘To be descended infinitely from Adam through an irreparable sin is apparently much nobler than to be arisen from a woman, no matter how far above, or below, we might be now.’

She ignored his remark, as he had expected she would.

‘Well, if she has come up with that she is a little late to cause trouble with it,’ Charlotte said drily. ‘We’ve been fighting that one already for the last thirty years! It isn’t even interesting any more.’

‘So you’re not coming, then?’ He tried to keep his face straight, as if he were not deliberately teasing her.

‘Of course I’m coming!’ she said instantly, then realised what he was doing and smiled, twisting her mouth a little. ‘I’ve never seen a woman blasphemer. Do you suppose there will be a riot?’

He did not satisfy her by answering.

Sofia Delacruz’s meeting was to be held in a very large local hall facing on to a square. Pitt went early in the evening in order to speak to Brundage and hear his opinions of her, and, perhaps even more importantly, of her followers. He also wished to check whatever precautions they had taken against any protest becoming violent. Brundage would have formed at least an opinion of her himself, and learned precisely what family she still had in England that she wished to be reconciled with. In fact Pitt expected that Brundage would have at least some idea as to what the original quarrel had been about.

It was a typical April day, sunshine one moment and spatters of rain the next. The new leaves were glistening pale on the branches and there were swathes of yellow daffodils on the grass of the square.

Pitt walked past them with a moment of pleasure, and then up the wide steps and through the double doors to the hall where the meeting was to be held. He noted that there were already several local police around, although it was over an hour before the meeting was due to begin. He asked for Brundage, and was directed to one of the dressing rooms at the back, just beyond the stage. It was bare except for a couple of chairs, a mirror and a number of hooks on the wall.

Brundage was a large young man, almost Pitt’s own height, but more broadly built. His brown hair flopped forward over his brow and he brushed it back automatically as he straightened up from reaching across to a collection of printed papers advertising the event. He had unusual features, blunt and yet in no way coarse.

‘Sir,’ he responded politely on recognising Pitt.

‘Evening, Brundage,’ Pitt acknowledged, glancing around the room, noting the windows and the other door. ‘Tell me what you’ve found so far.’

Brundage rolled his eyes very slightly. ‘Wish I could say it was what I expected, sir. The hall is secure enough, and the local police are prepared for a big crowd. Probably more curious than looking for any trouble, but it only takes a few to make it turn nasty.’

‘What did you not expect?’ Pitt asked a little sceptically.

Brundage shrugged. ‘I suppose dignity, logic, someone I can’t dismiss as a harmless lunatic,’ he answered with a degree of self-deprecation. ‘I thought her followers would be the usual collection of idealists, dependants and hangers-on. And of course those who want to take her place. I’m not wrong about that. Although they are more intense than I expected.’

‘A threat to her?’ Pitt asked quickly.

‘I hope not.’ He met Pitt’s eyes. ‘But it is not impossible.’

‘Who are they? Names. Whatever history you’ve heard, or guessed. Do we know any of them?’

‘They’re all with her full time. They don’t do anything else. They’ve given their lives to this. The most important, certainly in his own estimation, is Melville Smith,’ Brundage began. ‘He is the only one who’s English. In his fifties, ambitious, while denying it. Seems loyal, but I think to the ideas rather than to her. Ramon Aguilar, on the other hand, is about fifteen years younger, and he’s loyal to her. He’s Spanish, very softly spoken, gentle.’ Brundage smiled. ‘Sings to himself while he’s walking around. The three women who came with her are all quiet and harder to read. Cleo Robles is small and pretty, about twenty-five; English mother and Spanish father. I’m guessing there is some tragedy in her background . . .’ He left the words as if unfinished, but he was uncertain what to add.

Pitt formed the instant opinion that Brundage had liked her.

‘Elfrida Fonsecca is quiet, watchful,’ Brundage continued. ‘Heavier, but in a comfortable sort of way. Womanly, if you know what I mean? And she has a lovely skin, not a mark on it.’

Pitt nodded. ‘Do you know anything about her?’

‘She seems devout, withdrawn,’ Brundage answered with a small shake of his head. ‘I can’t get any history from her. But she bites her nails. Something bothers her.’

‘Go on,’ Pitt told him.

‘Henrietta Navarro is older. I think she was in some kind of religious order before she joined Sofia. She refuses to speak of it and I can’t press her without causing real anger. I tried, and Sofia herself told me in no uncertain words to leave the subject alone.’

Pitt heard a new note in Brundage’s voice, something of instinct and possibly awe that he had not heard before in the year and a half he had known the man.

‘And Sofia herself?’ Pitt asked.

Brundage hesitated.

Pitt waited. Honesty was more important than speed. It was at least half an hour before any audience would begin to arrive. She was the one person they most needed to know. The whole issue revolved around her, her beliefs, her personality.

‘I don’t know,’ Brundage said eventually. ‘I can tell you about the others. They’re not all that different from other people I’ve known.’ He regarded Pitt earnestly. ‘But she is. I can’t even tell you if I think the threats are real. I can’t tell you if she does, or if she thinks some kind of holy angel is going to protect her, so they don’t matter.’

Pitt stared at him. ‘Is there anything useful you can tell me?’ he said with an effort at courtesy. Brundage probably did not want this task any more than he did himself. There were other, genuine and important cases to work on, specifically the industrial sabotage one, which was growing more serious with time.

Brundage shifted his weight.

‘Ramon Aguilar is loyal. If there’s going to be an attack from inside it’ll be Melville Smith, and probably one of the women, but I don’t know which one.’

They could hear the sound of movement back and forth along the passage, footsteps, quiet voices.

‘Relationships among the followers?’ Pitt asked.

Brundage pursed his lips. ‘Pretty strong dislike between the two men. They think it’s concealed, but it isn’t. The two older women are distant with each other, but polite. Henrietta Navarro seems to be closer to Smith in attitude. And there’s another woman who sweeps and cleans in the yard at Angel Court where they are staying. But she’s new, apparently, only just joined them, and doesn’t talk to anyone.’ There was puzzlement in his face. Like Pitt, he thought the whole thing was no more than a squabble among Sofia’s followers for position, or a few nasty letters from her rivals, and he was not willing to pretend it was anything more.

‘Then I’ll see if Sofia Delacruz will speak with me,’ Pitt replied. ‘I suppose she’s preparing to give her sermon, or whatever it is. For her safety, I have to make the effort.’

Brundage looked relieved. He straightened up and went out of the door without any further comment.

It was less than five minutes later that the door opened again. Pitt swung around expecting to see Brundage, to say that Delacruz was too busy to see him, because she was praying or studying, or whatever she did to prepare herself. Instead he saw a slender woman of more than average height. Her dark hair was drawn back from the most remarkable face he could recall ever seeing. His first thought was that she was not beautiful. She was too fierce, her slate-blue eyes too deeply set. Then he realised as she walked towards him that indeed she was beautiful in a way that was both savage and tender. There was a burning intelligence in her and something that could have been amusement.

‘I am Sofia Delacruz,’ she said quietly. ‘I understand you are Commander Pitt of Special Branch.’

Pitt inclined his head. ‘Yes, ma’am. I hope we can avoid any unpleasantness occurring for you.’

To his surprise she laughed, a rich, spontaneous sound. ‘I profoundly doubt it. It will mean I am so bland that no one can find anything to object to. Then I need not have come.’

Pitt was confused. This was not how he had pictured a woman who was dedicated to religion, and even regarded by some as a saint. He realised that he had expected a calmness, a purity apart from the world, in fact apart from reality.

‘You came with the intention of disturbing people?’ he asked, trying to keep surprise from his voice, and a thread of exasperation. Perhaps she was as much of a troublemaker as people had suggested. Maybe she thrived on attention, shock, even a degree of fear.

He saw nothing holy in that, in fact the opposite. It was contemptible.

She walked across the floor in front of him. She held her head high, proud. The light overhead accentuated the bones of her cheeks and the fine lines about her eyes and mouth. Then she was in the shadows again. She moved with extraordinary grace.

‘What did you expect me to say?’ she asked him. ‘There is nothing to do, nothing to worry about? You are all perfect, just continue as you are? God loves you and will give you everything you want, there is no need for you to do anything at all?’ She gave a shrug so slight it was barely there. ‘The complacent do not need me to tell them that. The sinless, and those who know in their hearts that this is not the glory possible for them, would both go away empty, and wonder why I had bothered to come. That is what you expected of me? Why would anyone threaten me, Commander? I would be guilty of lying, and of perpetuating boredom, but no one kills for such things, as long as the lies are comfortable enough.’

Pitt drew a deep breath. He reminded himself that whatever it cost him in patience or tact, Sir Walter had made it very clear that any attack on this woman while she was in England would be more than embarrassing; it could be the spark that would ignite an international incident that could escalate into a war.

‘So what do you propose to tell them?’ he asked as mildly as he could. ‘What is it that makes any of them wish to kill you? Or did I misunderstand the threat?’

‘Not at all,’ she replied smoothly. ‘I have had several threats to kill me that I know of. I believe that there have been others from which Ramon has protected me.’

‘Not Melville Smith?’ he asked immediately.

The smile was back in her eyes, amusement, not warmth. ‘No. The ones I received were handed to me by Melville. His protection is not of me, but of the faith we share.’ There was no other expression in her face or her voice. She was leaving him to draw his own conclusions as to her feelings.

‘Do you trust him?’ he enquired.

This time she was startled. It showed in her eyes for an instant, and then was gone. ‘You are very direct,’ she responded.

This time the amusement was his. ‘That troubles you? I’m afraid I have neither time nor inclination to be more tactful. Do you trust Mr Smith?’

‘I trust him to do what he believes to be in the interest of the faith.’ She looked directly at him as she spoke. ‘I do not take for granted that that will always be what I believe. But before you ask me, no, I do not think Melville will harm me.’

‘Does he wish you to stir up controversy?’ he pursued. ‘Is that good for the faith, or bad?’

Now there was appreciation in her face. Her feelings were as swift and as visible as light and shadow on water. ‘An excellent question, Commander. I am not certain that I have an easy answer for you.’

‘Do you listen to his advice?’

‘Of course. But I do not always take it.’

He could imagine their confrontations. Melville Smith would be arrogant, insistent, perhaps afraid for her, certainly exasperated. She would be fierce, certain of herself, quite plainly listening to him only as a matter of courtesy. She would still do exactly what she wished.

‘What are you going to tell people that will anger them to the point where they will turn to violence?’ He asked because it was necessary he have some warning in order to forestall an attack, although he still thought the chance of it was negligible. He was also increasingly curious to know what this unusual woman believed in that she cared so intensely to tell strangers of it, even if it might cost her her life. Was she hysterical, touched by delusions? She would certainly not be the first. History was full of women who saw visions and profoundly believed them to be from God. Joan of Arc was burned alive because she would not deny her ‘angels’.

But this woman in front of him, in a simple, dark blue dress, did not seem in the least emotionally overwrought. In fact she appeared to be cooler than he was.

She smiled, and for an instant he saw uncertainty in her eyes, then it was gone again. It was not doubt of herself, but perhaps of him.

‘I am going to tell them that they are the children of God,’ she said levelly, watching his face. ‘As is every human being on earth. There is no other kind of person.’

‘Why should that upset them?’ he asked, wondering as he said it if it were a stupid question, or if it was exactly what she had intended him to say.

‘Because children are required to grow up,’ she replied unwaveringly. ‘If we are the children of God, rather than simply creatures of His hands, then we may eventually become as He is, with the power to create worlds. Not in this life, but now is the time to begin, to make the choice that this will be our path. And growing up can hurt. Lessons must be learned, mistakes put right, some errors paid for. Ask any child if he will find it easy to become like his father, if his father is a great man.’

She smiled slightly, almost in self-mockery. ‘But what follows logically from that, what disturbs many people more, what is in fact the “blasphemy” they cannot abide, is that if we may one day become as God is, then it follows logically that he may in the infinite past have once been as we are now. Which is, of course, why he understands us totally; every fear, every error and every need. And possibly even more terrifying to some, he knows that we can do it – if we are willing to try hard enough, pay the price in effort and patience, humility and courage, never to give up.

‘Most of us want something immeasurably easier than that, far smaller and safer. That is the devil’s plan for us – stunted, eternally less than we could have been.’

‘You are saying that men and God are the same thing?’ Pitt asked incredulously.

‘Only in the sense that a caterpillar and a butterfly are the same,’ she replied. ‘There is no safety, nothing to be bought except by the growth of the heart and the soul. And that is frightening to many. It changes all the rules we thought we knew. There is no hierarchy, except of the ability to love with a whole heart. Obedience is not enough, it is only a beginning. It is a small thing, compared to understanding.’

‘Are you frightened?’ he asked after a long hesitation.

Her voice was very quiet. She understood exactly what he meant.

‘Yes. The only thing worse would be to deny what I know is true. Then I would have nothing left at all.’

‘We will see that nothing happens to you,’ he promised, but as he excused himself and turned away he did not think there was anything to fear. Her ideas might well be offensive, especially if taken seriously, but no more so than any of the activists who wanted economic reform, higher wages, even votes for women. There was too much fear of political anarchy for what might be blasphemy to disturb anyone to active violence.

The meeting was far better attended than Pitt had foreseen. Word had spread that Sofia Delacruz was controversial, and many there were in tense, whispered conversation, their faces sharp with curiosity. The large preponderance of them were women.

Pitt checked with Brundage, and with the regular police, going around the doors, watching the crowd, looking for anyone excitable, furtive or who seemed out of place.

Sergeant Drury was very clearly annoyed at being taken from his regular duties for what he considered a frivolous purpose. He was broad-shouldered, a little corpulent, and he stood at the main entrance with a sombre look. A gaunt woman in black nodded at his presence appraisingly, but did not speak.

‘She’s come to complain, that one,’ he observed to Pitt, who was standing near him. ‘But I can’t see her being dangerous, can you? What the devil do they think is going to happen, sir? Nobody’s going to throw a bomb at her! From what I hear, the anarchists would be on her side!’

Pitt’s reply was prevented by the presence of a large woman passing by. She glanced at Drury and nodded her approval.

‘Ma’am,’ Drury acknowledged her, perhaps with a degree of fellow feeling at being in an unfamiliar situation and wanting something concrete to disapprove of.

Pitt nodded to Drury and moved on. He was looking at other entrances and the increasing crowd when he spotted Charlotte. It was the familiar angle of her head that drew his attention and a unique grace with which she turned to the young woman beside her. He smiled with pleasure, until he realised with a jolt that the ‘young woman’ was his sixteen-year-old daughter, Jemima. Her long chestnut hair was wound high on her head and she wore one of Charlotte’s plainer hats. She was lovely. He had known her all her life, and yet suddenly she was almost a stranger. He stared at her a moment longer, then he was interrupted by one of his own men repeating a slightly unpleasant exchange and he was aware of a cold shiver of warning. The letters had not threatened argument, even ugly or embarrassing scenes, they had threatened death. He must see that it did not happen, not just for Sofia’s sake, but for everyone here.

Fifteen minutes later the hall was full. Glancing around it from near the stage, Pitt could see less than a dozen empty seats among the five hundred he estimated were there. There was a low buzz of conversation. A few heads turned to recognise acquaintances, but the air of expectation prevented the simple pleasure of gossip.

All fell silent as Melville Smith climbed up the steps to the platform and stood facing them. He was of average height, a little pigeon-chested. It was when he spoke that he commanded the attention; his voice was beautiful. He introduced himself and welcomed the audience as if he were the host at some party in his home, and Sofia Delacruz the favoured guest.

When he had finished he stepped back and Sofia made her entrance. If she had the slightest fear there was no reflection of it in her bearing. She stood straight, her head high, a slight smile on her remarkable face.

Pitt would liked to have watched her and listened to how she told a crowd of strangers about the extraordinary beliefs she had told him of. But it was his duty to look for the threatened dangers, even if he did not believe in them. It was the regular police’s job to keep out any obvious troublemakers, and should unruly behaviour begin then act to quell it. But tackling any serious attempt on her life was Pitt’s task. He faced the audience and watched, trying to judge their reactions to her words.

She spoke as she had warned him she would, gently to begin with: the comforting, familiar ideas of God as a father of all mankind.

In the second row, near the centre, a young man yawned conspicuously. It was a discourteous gesture. Pitt glanced at Sofia and saw that she had been aware of it. The man had chosen a very visible seat from which to be rude. Perhaps this was only the beginning of a demonstration that could end in something far more physically offensive.

Sofia was moving on to the creation of the world, and man’s place in it. Her voice was lifting with enthusiasm, the vibrancy in it carrying even to the back of the large room.

The young man in the second row was now watching her intently. He might be pretending boredom, but his body was rigid, shoulders high and neck muscles knotted painfully. Perhaps he had come not to mock but to discover his mockery was a shield against disappointment.

Sofia continued, moving forward to the front of the platform, as she spoke of the earth and its creatures. The awe of the beauty she imagined was in her face.

‘What about Darwin?’ a man yelled out, his voice so shrill he sounded close to hysteria.

‘Exactly my point,’ Sofia replied without hesitation. ‘Things change and evolve all the time. It is possible that we may forever improve, becoming wiser, braver, kinder and more honest, learning into eternity.’

‘But what about Darwin who says we are little more than monkeys?’ Now the man was standing, his fists clenched, his red beard bristling. His face was suffused with anger.

Sofia smiled. ‘Even Darwin too,’ she replied. ‘There is no one for whom progress is impossible.’

Pitt knew she had intended to be funny, but she had misjudged at least that part of her audience. Far to the left someone laughed, but the man with the beard was enraged.

‘Don’t you dare mock us!’ he yelled, his voice even louder. ‘Blasphemer! No man takes the name of God lightly, still less some . . . some woman! You come here from a godless place and make fun of us, try to make fools imagine they are the equal of God! You—’

The burly figure of Sergeant Drury was getting ready to move forward.

Sofia pre-empted him. ‘I mock no one, sir.’ She said it levelly, but her voice had intense power and could be heard even at the back of the hall. ‘Spain is not a godless country, and as an Englishwoman who has been made welcome there, I am ashamed to hear you speak so of your fellow man, simply because they do not worship God in exactly the same manner that you do.’

Another man rose to his feet. He was bald-headed and wearing a stiff dark suit. ‘The insult to Spain is but of ignorance,’ he said, dismissing it with a wave of his hand. ‘But to suggest that man is the same as God is indeed blasphemy! I will not stand by and listen to it in silence, or I am guilty of it too.’ Again he waved his hand. ‘As are all of us here!’

There was a flush on Sofia’s cheeks, but her voice remained calm, if a little shaky.

‘I did not say that man was the same as God is now, sir, only that he can follow the same path towards the light, and so become the same. Did Christ not command us to become perfect, even as He was?’

‘That’s not what He meant!’ the man said incredulously.

Another barrel-chested man let out a bellow of laughter. ‘And how the devil would you know what He meant?’ he demanded. He jerked his thumb towards Sofia. ‘Personally I think she’s crazy as a box of frogs, but she makes as much sense as you do, and she looks a lot better.’

Now the laughter was all around the hall. Three middle-aged ladies stood up and went out, stiff-backed with outrage.

Somehow Sophia managed to regain control of the discussion and picked up the thread of her narrative about man as a creature capable of becoming all that was noble. But now she explained the high cost in faith and work: experience of pain and conquering of selfishness, ignorance, the instinctive leap to defence and judgement of others.

There were other brief forays into unpleasantness among the audience, but they were controlled, dissipated with moderate good humour, and finally at a quarter to ten the meeting closed. Pitt was surprised at how tired he was. His head and his back ached from the knotted muscles of being constantly expectant of violence. He watched Sofia Delacruz shake people’s hands, nod and smile as if she were utterly composed, and then when the last person had gone, turn to Ramon and walk slowly to the door, weariness at last acknowledged.

Pitt turned away and his eye was caught by the light resting for a few moments on a mane of fair hair as a tall man moved with extraordinary elegance through the crowd. Many people made way for him, smiling, clearly recognising him. He acknowledged several of them with a nod, then continued on out through the doors, apparently too deep in thought to stop and speak.

Pitt recognised him too. It was Dalton Teague, a gentleman about town, related to many of the great families of power, particularly that of Lord Salisbury, the Prime Minister. But the deference Pitt had seen here was to Teague the hero of the cricket field, who had outplayed almost every other sportsman of the age. The grace with which he moved was that of the athlete. The attention he commanded could never be bought, it could only be won.

Pitt had no time to wonder what Teague was doing here. He had to check with all the policemen, and see that Sofia Delacruz left safely. It was another half-hour before he was able to speak briefly to Brundage, thank Drury and his men, then with a sigh of relief, go outside into the April night.

The streetlamps were already lit, bright, comforting orbs like ornate jewels set in iron, stretching above the footpath. He was walking towards the main road to find a hansom to take him home when a man of middle height emerged from the shadow of the nearest building and fell into step beside him.

‘Evening, Commander,’ he said pleasantly. He had a rich voice, well-spoken and threaded by a warm humour. ‘You did well to contain that so unobtrusively.’

‘Thank you,’ Pitt said drily. He did not wish to enter into conversation with a stranger, even if it was civil, but there was something in the man’s tone that told him this was the beginning of the exchange, not the end.

‘My name is Frank Laurence.’ The man kept pace with Pitt, in spite of being three inches shorter.

Pitt did not reply. Clearly Laurence knew who he was.

‘I’m a journalist with The Times,’ Laurence continued. ‘I find it very interesting that the Commander of Special Branch should be concerned with a visiting saint, as it were. Or do I overrate Sofia Delacruz’s holiness?’

Pitt smiled in the darkness, in spite of his irritation. ‘I have no idea, Mr Laurence. I don’t know how you measure holiness. If that is what your newspaper wishes of you, you will need to acquire your help elsewhere.’ He increased his pace slightly.

Laurence kept up with him without apparent effort.

‘I like your sense of humour, Mr Pitt, but I am afraid my editor will want something more from me than an estimate of holiness.’ He sounded as if the whole idea amused him. ‘Something more violent, you know? Scandal, attack, even the risk of murder.’

Pitt stopped abruptly and faced Laurence. They were close to a streetlamp and he saw the man’s face clearly: he had regular features, and his slightly rounded, brown eyes were sharp and intelligent – at this moment bright with suppressed laughter.

‘Well, if you find any violence, Mr Laurence, I hope you will be kind enough to let me know,’ Pitt responded. ‘Beforehand would be good, even if it robs your story of some of its impact.’

‘Ah!’ Laurence said with pleasure. ‘I am sure that working with you is going to be less tedious than I had feared. Are you telling me that in your opinion there will be violence? She is a very unusual woman, isn’t she? I have always thought that the best saints, the real ones, would be troublesome. There’s nothing very holy about telling us all what we want to hear, is there? I think I could probably do that myself.’

‘I thought it was what you did do,’ Pitt replied waspishly, and then as he saw the laughter in Laurence’s eyes he immediately regretted it. He had played into Laurence’s hands.

‘No, Commander, I tell them quite often what they both want to hear, and dread to. It is not displeasing them that would be the kiss of death to my career, it is boring them . . . or, of course, being seen to lie. Like a good actor, you must never break the “suspension of disbelief”. Is she a saint?’

‘Why do you want to know?’ Pitt found himself engaged with the man, in spite of his determination not to be. ‘Are you hoping for a burning at the stake? I don’t think we break people on the wheel any more. We don’t even stretch them on the rack.’

‘We are very unimaginative,’ Laurence agreed. ‘Is she a saint, or merely an exhibitionist, Commander?’

Pitt responded with surprising depth of emotion to the idea that she was an exhibitionist. Even the use of the word offended him, but he knew perfectly well what Laurence was trying to manoeuvre him to say.

‘You must write your own article, Mr Laurence,’ he answered. ‘Although I imagine you will do that anyway, regardless of what I say.’

Laurence smiled. In the lamplight his teeth were white and even.

‘Well done, Commander. You are supremely careful to say nothing. I admire that. I look forward to discussing the matter with you again. I imagine we will have many chances. All kinds of people will seize the opportunity to come to her meetings and put forward their ideas on the crucifixion, the Resurrection, the virgin birth, and the nature of heaven, merely to begin with.’ He touched his hat with an airy wave. ‘Good night, sir.’


Chapter Two

CHARLOTTE KNEW that she must return home with Jemima, and not wait for Pitt after the evening with Sofia Delacruz, but she was longing to ask him what he had thought of it all, especially of Sofia herself. After seventeen years of marriage she thought she knew him well, and herself even better. But most of the remarks the woman had made, and perhaps even more the burning conviction with which she had spoken, awoke in Charlotte too many awkward questions. Why had she never examined her own thoughts on such issues?

Was it because she already had all the things that mattered to her: the husband she loved, children, enough money to be safe, and friends? And more than that, there were causes to be fought for. The world was changing even from month to month. Now political votes for women were far more than a dream, and she was more involved in the fight than she had told Pitt.

She would tell him, of course, but in time. It was exciting. If women had a voice in government, even if it was only the power to withhold their support, it would be the beginning of a new age in reform of a hundred griefs and inequalities.

There were burning reasons to be involved. One of these was an upcoming parliamentary by-election in which cricket hero Dalton Teague was the candidate almost certain to win. He was against the availability of information regarding birth control. It had been a
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