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PROLOGUE

The man in the beige trousers checked his watch. It was still a few minutes before three o’clock. A bit early to go in—he didn’t want to look too keen. One more turn around the conservatory ought to do it. Constable Lethbridge of the London Metropolitan Police set off for another circuit of the building.

Kew Gardens on a summer’s day: just about the perfect place to be in London. The sun’s warmth lay across the parkland like a comfort blanket. The trees strained under their foliage. The lawns were lush carpet. There were even butterflies. And was that a wren warbling in the hedge as the constable lumbered past? Or perhaps a nightingale? Lethbridge didn’t much care for songbirds—he was a racing-pigeon man. He could prattle for hours about the standard method of calculating velocities, or the complexities of the “slow clock” rule. A man and his pigeons—was there anything more natural?

Lethbridge struck up a tuneless whistle as he trudged around the large glass building. It was an odd place to meet somebody for the first time. He would have preferred the pub. He’d met the last five women from the matchmaking agency at the Dog and Partridge. They were all very nice. He always made a point of buying the first drink. Then he’d tell a few good racing-pigeon yarns. At that point the women always said they needed the ladies’ room. And that would be the last he’d see of them.

Lethbridge rounded the rear of the conservatory and emitted a satisfied hrumph. “Good,” he thought. “No back door.”

The call from the dating agency had come at the perfect time. Lethbridge had just come off the red-hot end of a roasting from his boss, Inspector Parrott. It had not been a good month—for either of them. The ongoing murder investigation involving the fugitive businessman Sir Mason Green was proving a nightmare. Lethbridge was looking forward to meeting someone who wasn’t going to yell at him—at least not straightaway. Maybe even, dare he hope, she might be that someone special?

He reached the front of the Princess of Wales Conservatory. The courtyard was crowded with young families, happy couples, and a few pensioners holding hands. Lethbridge felt a sudden surge of confidence—this one was going to work out. He was sure of it.

And then he saw her.

They’d spoken briefly on the telephone to arrange the meeting. She had an intriguing voice—full-bodied, rounded vowels. She said she would wear a red coat with her hair down, so Lethbridge could recognize her.

“Won’t it be hot in a coat?” Lethbridge had asked.

“Being hot doesn’t trouble me,” she had said. “Does it trouble you?”

At that point, Lethbridge had dropped the phone.

Even ignoring the coat, Lethbridge knew in an instant that the woman in the conservatory forecourt was the one. She stood out like a beacon.

Tall.

Slender.

Dressed as if she’d just stepped from a Milan catwalk—a long red coat, black boots, chestnut brown hair brushing her shoulders.

Her skin was porcelain.

And perfect.

Lethbridge gulped.

“You must be David!” The woman was standing in front of him, a smile illuminating her face. “I’m Charlotte. So wonderful to meet you.” She leaned on the wonderful like she was leaning on a car horn.

Lethbridge’s palms broke into a sweat. He stared down at the woman’s outstretched hand—manicured nails, doll-like skin. He didn’t dare touch it—it would be like taking a freshly hatched pigeon by the neck.

The woman cocked her head to the side; she had a quizzical look in her eye. Lethbridge swallowed, wiped his palm on the back of his pants and thrust it into the woman’s hand.

“My!” she said. “Aren’t you the strong one.”

She retrieved her hand and, with effortless poise, spun Lethbridge around and slid her arm into his.

“Let’s go inside,” she said. “It’s nice and warm in there.”

Lethbridge stumbled up the front steps arm-in-arm with the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. He could sense people watching her—watching them. The beautiful maiden with the handsome young policeman. He puffed out his chest. Then with his spare hand he reached around and plucked his underpants from between his bottom cheeks.

“You’re a police constable, David?” Charlotte said as they wandered among the garden beds inside. “How terribly brave you must be.”

Lethbridge’s blood pressure shot up ten points. “Oh, I don’t know about that,” he said. “Just doing my job—working together for a safer London. That type of thing.”

“You’re too modest,” the woman teased, squeezing his arm. Lethbridge’s face lit up a bright pink. “Tell me about yourself, David. Tell me something … interesting.”

Lethbridge glanced at the woman by his side. Her eyes were locked on him, as if the rest of the world had ceased to exist.

“Funny you should ask,” he said, “Because I’m working on something quite interesting at the moment.”

“Really?” The woman guided Lethbridge through a set of glass doors as if he was a shopping trolley. “Do tell.”

“Well, I’m putting the finishing touches to an automatic closing gate for my pigeon coop. You see, when the birds come in after a flight—”

“No!” Charlotte interrupted. “Not about pigeons, David. Tell me about your real work. About stopping the bad people from hurting the innocent people. Like me.” She stopped walking and gazed at Lethbridge with an intensity that set his heart racing. Her rich hazel eyes opened wide. Lethbridge was mesmerized.

He gulped again.

“Well, I have been working on the Mason Green case,” he said. “Have you heard of it?”

The woman’s eyes melted. “Now that sounds interesting,” she purred. “Tell me everything.” She placed a hand on Lethbridge’s chest and eased him onto a garden bench, then slid down beside him.

A fine sweat broke out across Lethbridge’s brow.

“I simply adore the atmosphere in here,” Charlotte said, her eyes never leaving his. “The cactus garden is very special to me.”

Lethbridge looked around. They were sitting by a rocky garden bed that contained an array of spine-covered cacti thriving in the desertlike conditions of the hothouse.

“Tell me, David,” the woman said in a dangerous whisper. “Tell me about Sir Mason Green.”

Lethbridge swabbed a handkerchief across his face. “Well, we’ve been looking for him for a while now. Wanted for murder on two continents, he is. He killed a man in India and he ordered the death of an old lady here in London. You know the one—Geraldine Archer.”

Charlotte could not have been paying closer attention.

“The billionaire? The one who left all her money to her great-nephew? Now, what was his name…”

“Gerald Wilkins,” Lethbridge said. “We’re, uh, quite good friends, actually.”

“Is that so?”

“Oh yes. We went on holiday together. To India. I’m spending a lot of time at his house in Chelsea at the moment.”

“As a guest?”

“Um, not exactly,” Lethbridge mumbled. “On guard duty. He’s under twenty-four-hour protection until Sir Mason Green is arrested.”

There was a glint in the woman’s eyes. “You see a lot of this Gerald, do you?” She opened her handbag and pulled out a delicate lace handkerchief. “It is quite warm in here, isn’t it, David?” She dabbed the lace across her perfectly dry top lip. Then let it fall to the ground.

“Oh dear. Clumsy me,” she said. “Would you be so kind?”

Lethbridge wriggled upright and levered himself off the bench. “Allow me.”

He stooped down and plucked the handkerchief from the floor. And the woman rammed a syringe deep into his right buttock.

The constable’s lips clamped shut and a muffled yelp seemed to escape through his ears. He remained bent over, snap frozen in place, his face blooming as purple as the cactus flowers behind him.

The woman yanked the needle out and reached down to take her handkerchief from Lethbridge’s fingers. She wrapped the syringe in lace and dropped it into her handbag.

“Let’s sit you down again, shall we?” Charlotte said. She took Lethbridge by the elbow and heaved him back onto the garden bench. He flopped into place like a sack of potatoes. A look of dazed stupor was plastered across his face.

“Comfy, are we?” the woman asked.

“No,” Lethbridge said, his voice a dreamy wave. “My bum hurts.”

The woman suppressed a grimace. “David, I have just injected you with a powerful serum. It’s derived from the poison in the cactus right behind you. It has the intriguing effect of making anyone under its influence tell the truth.”

Lethbridge blinked. He cast his eyes about as if he’d just landed from another planet.

“So you’re not from the matchmaking service?” he slurred.

The woman managed a slight grin. “No, David. Sorry to disappoint you.”

Lethbridge jerked his head to the front and blinked again. “I’m not going to get a kiss at the end of this?”

“David, I need you to concentrate,” the woman said. “Tell me about your friend. About Gerald Wilkins. Does he ever leave the house?”

Lethbridge lolled his head around to face the woman.

“Nope,” he said. “Can’t go out. Not allowed to.”

“Is he planning any trips away? Abroad, perhaps?”

Lethbridge’s head started a slow descent toward his navel. His chin banged onto his chest and he jolted upright. “France!” he bellowed, as if spotting land from the crow’s nest of a pirate ship.

A few heads turned their way. The woman shushed Lethbridge and placed a calming hand on his arm. “Where, David? Where in France?”

Lethbridge looked at her with uncertainty, as if he was undergoing some great internal struggle. “I don’t know,” he said.

“I’m sure you must have overheard something.” The woman considered him carefully. “There might be a kiss in it for you.”

Lethbridge’s purple hue deepened two shades.

When his answer came it was greeted with a smile of glacial warmth.

“You’ve been very helpful, David,” the woman said. “One last thing. Did Gerald bring something back with him from his holiday in India? A little souvenir he keeps hidden away?”

Lethbridge’s head bobbed like a drunken sock puppet. His lips quivered open, and his reply set the woman’s eyes afire.

Charlotte gathered her things and stood up from the bench. “Good-bye, David,” she said.

She turned to leave, but a grunt of protest stopped her departure. Lethbridge stared up at her.

“K-kiss?”

The woman looked at him and sighed. She straightened her coat, grabbed Lethbridge by the lapels, and hauled him to his feet. Then, as if planting a seed in a pot, she pressed her lips to his cheek, leaving behind a smear of crimson lipstick. Lethbridge’s eyes beamed out like headlights.

Charlotte then shoved on his chest, sending the constable backside-first deep into the nest of cactus plants.

When Lethbridge woke, he was facedown on a hospital gurney. A nurse armed with a set of pliers was plucking cactus spines from his buttocks. The constable turned his head and gazed up through groggy eyes to find Inspector Parrott frowning back at him.

Lethbridge took in a deep breath, smiled up at his superior officer, and gave him a shaky thumbs-up.

“K-kiss!” he said.
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CHAPTER 1

The photographers leaned against the crowd-control barriers. There were more than a dozen snappers and each one had two cameras: one at the ready and a spare slung over the shoulder. A couple of the shorter ones had brought along stepladders. They all huddled under rain jackets, slickened by showers that had scudded across London all morning, and waited.

People had started gathering outside the Central Criminal Court of the Old Bailey soon after dawn. There were newspaper reporters, television crews, and satellite vans.

But mostly there were teenage girls.

Hundreds upon hundreds of teenage girls.

Some clutched flowers. Others held teddy bears. There were scores of hand-painted placards, the colors streaked by the rain. A team of mounted police stood to one side. The horses snorted, stamping their hooves, alert to the tension in the air. More police lined the opposite side of the barriers, facing the crowd as it multiplied by the minute.

Everyone was on edge. There was some distracted chatter among the girls, but most of them were concentrating on the fifty-foot expanse of cobblestones that stood between the steel barriers and a set of wooden doors on the far side of a courtyard.

The wait was getting too much for some. A woman in her forties clutching a copy of Oi! magazine prodded her daughter. The woman pointed to a photograph of a blonde girl aged about thirteen or fourteen—fresh faced and aglow with a summer tan. The shot had clearly been taken without the girl’s knowledge—her head was half turned and the image was slightly blurred. The caption underneath read: Is this the boy billionaire’s love match? Pals say Ruby Valentine has hardly left Gerald Wilkins’s side since returning from a holiday with him in romantic India.

The woman frowned at the photograph. “Who’s she to be putting on airs and graces?” she said. Her daughter wiped the back of her hand across her nose, shrugged, and mumbled something. The woman glared at her, then back at the magazine. She tensed, unsure if she should voice what she was thinking. Then it burst out. “Why can’t that be you?” the woman snapped. “Why can’t you be Ruby Valentine?”

The girl stared down at her shoes. A dozen other girls nearby did the same thing.

Then a voice from the top of a stepladder called out. A photographer wearing a red vest had a camera to his eye. “Here they come!”

A murmur of excitement swept the courtyard. Bodies surged. Two of the snappers were jolted from their ladders and they tumbled into the crowd below.

A robust woman entered the courtyard through an arched walkway. Dressed in an ensemble that oozed new-season Paris with shoes entirely unsuitable for cobblestones, she waddled toward the wooden doors. She was halfway there when a spindly heel lodged between two stones and stuck fast. She stopped midstride and tugged on her foot. It wouldn’t budge. She hitched her skirt above her knees and bent down to grab at her ankle when a volley of cries burst from the photographers.

“Vi! Vi Wilkins! This way, darlin’! Over here!”

Shutters snapped and whirred. The woman’s head shot up, a look of horror on her face. She redoubled her efforts to free the trapped heel—pausing to straighten and wave to the cameras—before finally abandoning her shoes and completing the walk in her stockings.

As she disappeared through the doorway, three people emerged from the cloisters: a man dressed in a business suit, and his son and daughter. The boy and girl, both fair-haired and tanned, were clearly twins. The boy nudged his sister and nodded toward the crowd. She looked up and a gasp of recognition shot out from the onlookers.

“Ruby! Over here, sweetheart!” The snappers wound themselves into a frenzy. “Over HERE!”

The girl buried her head in her father’s side and they hurried through the doors. A second later, the crowd got what it had been waiting for. A barrage of camera flashes whitewashed the courtyard as a thirteen-year-old boy stepped onto the cobbles. His untidy hair fell over his ears and he looked uncomfortable in a gray suit and tie. He dragged on the arm of his father, who was lagging behind him. The man stopped to collect his wife’s shoes.

“Come on, Dad,” Gerald Wilkins said. “Let’s get inside.”

“GERALD!”

The crowd was hyped to explode.

The posters declaring undying love were consigned to the muck on the footpath, trampled beneath a herd of hormonal teenagers reared on a diet of celebrity and gossip magazines. The photographers, who had held their line by the barriers, were pushed aside. Stepladders toppled and lenses smashed underfoot. Screams of “GERALD!”—and just plain screams—filled the courtyard. For a second the boy glanced up. He gave a half-hearted wave. It was enough to ratchet the hysteria to another level. A police horse reared at the shrill cries that burst from the mob. But the moment the boy crossed the threshold and a police constable stepped out to pull the wooden doors shut, disappointment fell over the crowd.

The show was over.

The photographers, reporters, and hyperventilating teens drifted away until all that remained were two girls. They leaned glum-faced against the metal railings amid a mush of crumpled cardboard and flowers.

One nudged the other.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s get something to eat.”

The other girl nodded. A tear rolled down her cheek. She didn’t bother to wipe it away.

A long wooden table ran down the center of the waiting room. A dozen mismatched chairs were arranged around its sides. The stench of furniture polish hung stagnant in the air.

Gerald claimed a spot near the door. Ruby and her brother, Sam, pulled out a chair each and sat on either side of him. Gerald’s mother headed straight to the far end of the room, to a battered urn.

She wrenched off the lid and peered inside. “This water’s none too hot,” she said with a sniff. “And I don’t fancy it’s been cleaned anytime recently. I can’t see why they wouldn’t let Mr. Fry come with us—he’d get a decent cup of tea out of this thing.” She dropped the lid back into place and wiped her fingers on a paper napkin.

“You can’t have a butler with you all the time, dear.” Gerald’s father squeezed past his wife and pulled down a packet of Archer-brand teabags from a shelf. “You managed well enough without him for most of your life.”

Vi looked down at the chair at the head of the table and let out a sharp ahem. Ruby and Sam’s father rushed across to pull it out.

“Thank you, Mr. Valentine,” she said. “Most gentlemanly of you.” She squeezed her bottom into place as if taking up residence in Windsor Castle. Then she raised a stockinged foot onto the tabletop and put her shoes back on. “The point is, Eddie,” Vi said to her husband, “we have a butler now, and it seems a shameful waste not to be able to use him. Especially in frightful circumstances such as these.”

Eddie ignored his wife and dangled two teabags into a pot. “Cuppa for you?” he asked Mr. Valentine. “Milk? Sugar?”

“I just hope it doesn’t take all day,” Vi declared, drumming her fingers on the table. “I have several important appointments this afternoon. And there’s Walter to consider.”

Eddie placed a mug in front of his wife. “I’m sure the hairdresser won’t mind if you’re late. And as for Walter—”

Vi held up her index finger in warning.

“Don’t you dare,” she said. “I have had enough of your negative energy. You are having a serious impact on my emotional scaffolding. You know how important Walter is to my blueprint of enhanced health.”

Eddie poured tea into another mug. “Pfft,” he muttered. “Blueprint of wasted wealth, more like.”

At the other end of the table Gerald sucked in a deep breath. His parents had only returned from their holiday the week before and already he was wishing they’d leave for their next one.

Ruby leaned across and whispered, “Who’s Walter?”

“Please—don’t ask about Walter,” Gerald said. He gazed down the length of the room as his mother continued to scold Eddie. “You don’t want to know.”

Sam reached over, took a ginger-nut biscuit from a plate in front of Gerald, and took a bite. “You’ve had a fun week, then?” he said.

Gerald cupped his chin in his hands. “You have no idea.”

Just then the door to the waiting room opened. A small man dressed in a suit a size too large stepped inside.

“Ah, Mr. Prisk!” Vi boomed, startling the man. “How much longer are we to wait? I don’t fancy paying your fees by the hour if it’s going to take all day.” She turned to Mr. Valentine and gave him a wink. “Lawyers, Mr. Valentine. A pox on them all, I say.”

Mr. Prisk fiddled with his cufflinks. “They’ve just started,” he said. “You’d better come through.”

Vi pushed back on her chair and stood up. “About time,” she said. “Walter will be anxious if I’m late.”

They followed Mr. Prisk along a dimly lit hallway and gathered in a foyer before a large set of double doors. Vi ignored Gerald’s protests as she straightened his tie and patted down a tuft of hair.

“Best behavior,” she said to him. “Right?”

Gerald made a point of ruffling the back of his head as they went through the doors and into Courtroom Number One of the Old Bailey.

The trial was already underway.

Gerald followed Mr. Prisk’s directions and joined the others in the front row of the public gallery. The scene before him was straight from an old courtroom movie. A judge in red robes and a white wig sat at the bench, peering down at the prosecution counsel to one side and the defense counsel to the other. A jury of seven men and five women watched as a barrister in a black gown stood up at the prosecution table.

“The Crown calls the defendant to the stand.”

Every eye in the court moved to the dock. A silver-haired man dressed in a navy-blue suit and regimental tie rose to his feet and stepped down from the raised wooden enclosure, then crossed the short distance to the witness box. He turned and fixed a firm gaze on the barrister.

The prosecutor straightened a pile of papers on his desk. “For the record,” he said, “please state your full name.”

The man in the witness box stared out at the court, as if searching for a friend in a crowd. His eyes passed across the jury, journeyed beyond the table of lawyers, cleared the packed press gallery, and came to rest on the face of Gerald Wilkins. Then the man smiled.

“My name,” he said in a voice of clear authority, “is Sir Mason Hercules Green.”
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CHAPTER 2

Prosecuting counsel Garfield Callaghan, QC, was fast losing his patience. He had spent the previous hour questioning Sir Mason Green about his movements on the night Geraldine Archer was murdered. But he was getting no closer to the answer that he wanted.

“Sir Mason,” Mr. Callaghan said with exasperation, “may I remind you of the gravity of the charges before you? Murder. Attempted murder. Conspiracy to murder. These are not trifling matters.”

He was interrupted by the sound of a chair scraping across the floor, followed by the clipped tones of the defense counsel. “My lord, my learned colleague is surely aware that Sir Mason is attending these proceedings voluntarily. He surrendered himself to the authorities and is here to clear his name of these baseless accusations. There is not a scrap of evidence to tie him to these crimes other than the overactive imaginations of three juveniles—and there is considerable doubt as to whether their evidence will be admissible. It hardly seems in order that the Crown be badgering my client in this way.”

“Thank you, Mr. Elks,” the judge said, leaning back to adjust his robes. “You have made that point several times. Perhaps we could allow the prosecution to continue. Proceed, Mr. Callaghan.”

Mr. Callaghan glared at Sir Mason.

“I put it to you that you ordered the murder of Miss Geraldine Archer, that you attempted to murder her great-nephew Gerald Wilkins and his friend Sam Valentine, and that you indeed did murder one Sunil Khan, an itinerant vendor of Delhi, India.”

Before Sir Mason could open his mouth, his counsel was back on his feet. “My lord, are we now to hear accusations regarding events that may have occurred in other countries? Is the Crown’s case that weak? I would argue that the charges before my client be dismissed at once.”

“Thank you, Mr. Elks,” the judge said. “You have saved me the effort of reminding the prosecuting counsel to restrict himself to the matters that are before this court. The jury is to disregard the matter of Mr. Khan.”

Mr. Callaghan closed his eyes. He appeared to be counting to ten. “Of course,” he said. “As ever, Your Lordship is quite right.”

“He is also quite hungry. This might be an appropriate time to break. Members of the jury, we shall reconvene after luncheon at, let’s say, two thirty.”

The twelve jury members followed the usher from the court. Most of them stared at Gerald as they filed out, keen to get a good look at the richest thirteen-year-old on the planet. Sam tapped his friend on the shoulder. “Looks like you’re the center of attention,” he said. “Again.”

Gerald’s face burned. He hated it when people paid him any attention. He looked up to find that Sir Mason Green, still seated in the witness box, was staring at him with laser intensity. Their eyes locked. And Green’s lip curled in a malignant smile.

“Come along, Gerald.” It was Inspector Parrott from the London Metropolitan Police. He moved across to block the view of the man who had become Gerald’s waking nightmare. “Let’s get something to eat.”

Gerald prodded a fork at the reheated lasagna on his plate, failing to make any impression on it.

“You going to finish that?” Sam was eyeing Gerald’s barely touched lunch.

Gerald slid the plate across the cafeteria table. “Help yourself.” He took a sip on a straw that poked from the can of lemonade by his elbow. “I don’t get it,” Gerald said. “Why is Green looking so pleased with himself? He’s guilty as all get-out.”

“Maybe,” Ruby said. “But when you think about it, he didn’t actually kill your great-aunt. The thin man did that.”

“On Green’s orders, though,” Sam said through a mouthful of mince and cheese.

“The thin man’s dead,” Ruby said. She flicked a sprig of parsley from her sleeve and sent a look of disgust to her brother. “He’s not giving any evidence.”

“But Green tried to kill Sam and me in the cavern under Beaconsfield,” Gerald said. “We’re all witnesses to that.”

“The word of a thirteen-year-old against one of England’s most respected business leaders? Who do you think the jury is going to believe?”

“Why wouldn’t they believe me?” Gerald said.

Ruby let out a weary sigh. “Because, Gerald,” she said, “everyone in Britain hates you.”

“Hates me?”

“Because of the money. It’s like you’re the biggest lottery winner in the history of all history. Everyone wants to be as rich as you. It’s envy.”

Gerald’s shoulders slumped. “But what about all those girls outside? They seemed to like me.”

Sam took a long sip of his drink. “And the number of times you were mobbed by screaming girls before you inherited all that money was how many?”

Gerald screwed up his face. Life as a junior billionaire was confusing.

“What if the jury says Green’s not guilty?” he said. “What happens then?”

Ruby paused for a second to stab a cherry tomato in her salad. “Then Green walks free.”

Gerald dropped his head to the tabletop. “No wonder he’s smiling.”

The courthouse cafeteria was crowded with lunchtime diners. Barristers in robes sat alongside freshly scrubbed defendants in suits smelling distinctly of mothballs.

Mr. Prisk sipped his cup of tea. “I’m afraid, Gerald, Miss Valentine is correct,” he said. “The case against Sir Mason Green relies on the evidence of you three children.”

“So?” Gerald said, his cheek flat to the table. “We’re hardly going to make up a story as weird as this.”

“What’s not to believe?” Sam said, scooping the last of the lasagna into his mouth. “Three kids accuse one of England’s richest men of nicking the most valuable diamond in the world and then ordering his evil henchman to kill an old woman because she won’t reveal the location of a mysterious casket that contains an even more mysterious golden rod. And then he tries to kill Gerald and me in a Roman burial chamber that’s been hidden in a cavern for a thousand years. And we track him to a lost city in India, where he murders a fortune-teller and escapes with another golden rod that has the power to turn Gerald into a gibbering idiot.” Sam took a sip of his drink. “I’d totally believe that.”

Gerald slid back into his chair and loosened his tie. The greasy surrounds of the cafeteria were a million miles from the adventures he and his friends had experienced in India. But now he was back in London, his parents had returned from their tour of Gerald’s freshly inherited luxury estates, and he was the star witness in what threatened to be a long and torturous court case—sitting in the same room as Sir Mason Green, sharing the same space, feeling those eyes drilling into his forehead.

“He’ll try to kill us again,” Gerald said. “If he gets off. The way he was looking at me before. There’s something not right about him.”

“Of course there’s something not right about him,” Sam said. “He’s barking mad.”

“It’s not that,” Gerald said, taking another sip of his drink. “He just seems—I don’t know—too relaxed.”

“You’ll be fine,” Ruby said. She placed a hand on Gerald’s forearm. He looked down at the fingers spread across his sleeve.

“Uh, thanks,” he mumbled, his voice catching in his throat. Ruby gave Gerald a gentle smile.

“At least Green is banged up for now,” Sam said.

“That’s another thing,” Gerald said. “Why would he give himself up to the police? You saw what he was like with the golden rod in the temple in India. It was like his life’s quest had been fulfilled.”

“That was a surprise.” Inspector Parrott joined them at the table, carrying a ham sandwich on a plate. “He turned up at the British Embassy in Madrid and said he wanted to clear his name. Not the actions of a guilty man, you might think. Still, if he is convicted, we can call off your police guard, Gerald.”

“Good,” Gerald said. “Not that I don’t appreciate it. But breakfast with Constable Lethbridge every morning isn’t my idea of the best way to start the day.”

“How is the constable, by the way?” Ruby asked. “Is he feeling better?”

Parrott shook his head. “He’s as good as he’ll ever be, I expect,” he said. “How he gets himself into these situations is beyond me. Mugged on a blind date! Extraordinary.”

Sam stifled a giggle. “Sounded pretty painful the way he described it.”

The inspector winced. “I’d assign him to desk duties but he’s not too keen on sitting down at the moment.”

A dark-haired waitress in a tunic appeared and started stacking the lunch dishes and soft-drink cans onto a tray. Mr. Prisk consulted his watch and pushed back his chair. “Time to move back in,” he said.

There was a logjam of people in the foyer waiting to get into the public gallery. Gerald noticed three burly police constables standing outside the entrance to the men’s room, across to his left. Just then, Sir Mason Green emerged through the washroom door. He was wiping his hands on a paper towel. He handed the crumpled wad to one of the policemen, who took it with mild disbelief. Then Green set off—straight toward Gerald. Caught by surprise, the police pushed their way after him, but not fast enough. In the crush of bodies, Green managed to weave past Inspector Parrott and Mr. Prisk and the court security staff, straight by Sam and Ruby, until he was just inches from Gerald.

“Mr. Wilkins, what a pleasure to see you again.” Green towered over Gerald, like an avalanche about to happen.

His voice was cool.

Calm.

And completely menacing.

“We really must have a bite together after this is over. It seems to be going terribly well for me, don’t you think?”

Gerald stood frozen to the spot, unable to respond. The man who had tried to kill him was inviting him to lunch?

Gerald sensed that people were struggling to get to them. Mr. Prisk was calling to the police for assistance; his mother was somewhere nearby, shouting.

But it was as if a glass dome had been lowered over Gerald and his tormentor. It was just the two of them. All the world could do was stand back and watch.

The old man gazed down at Gerald, malice in his eyes.

“You don’t scare me,” Gerald said, as convincingly as he could. “They’ll find you guilty.”

“Do you think so? I rather fancy I’ll be dining at Simpson’s-in-the-Strand before the week is out.”

Gerald stared at Green in defiance, while trying to stop his knees from wobbling. “Nasty cold you’ve picked up,” Gerald said. “Bit chilly down in the cells, is it?”

Green cleared his throat and coughed lightly into a handkerchief. “Yes, I suppose I am a little rough. The conditions here aren’t quite what I’m used to. Perfectly frightful.”

Green swatted at something on his neck. “And to top it off, blasted mosquitoes,” he said. “Nothing worse than an irksome pest that won’t go away.” He inspected his fingers, then sprinkled the debris over Gerald’s head. “Still”—Green’s voice narrowed to a flintlike sharpness—“so much more satisfying when you catch them … and kill them.”

Two policemen appeared from the crush behind Green. Hands slapped onto his shoulders and he was hauled back through the crowd toward the courtroom door. Sir Mason didn’t take his eyes off Gerald the entire way.

“Gerald, are you all right?” Ruby took him by the elbow and spun him around. Gerald sucked in a lungful of air. He hadn’t realized that he’d stopped breathing.

Mr. Prisk appeared on his other side. “That is well out of order,” he said. “Sir Mason shouldn’t be talking to witnesses. What did he say to you, Gerald?”

Gerald tightened his jaw. “It was nothing,” he said, a little too loudly. “Can we just go inside?”

By the time they were back in their chairs, Sir Mason Green was once again seated in the witness box. Gerald ignored Ruby’s whispered questions and tried to concentrate on what was going on. Green gazed out across the courtroom, straight at Gerald.

The prosecuting counsel resumed his battle. “Sir Mason, let us turn to the theft of the Noor Jehan diamond,” Mr. Callaghan said. “You have told the court that you spent the evening in question at the opera. That is correct?”

There was a long silence. Green did not respond.

“Sir Mason?”

Every eye in the court turned to the figure seated in the witness box. Green stared at Gerald, unblinking.

Total silence.

The judge shifted in his chair. “The accused will answer the question.”

Nothing.

The clerk of the court stood up from his desk; his chair scraped across the floorboards. He approached the stand and peered up at the man seated there.

“Sir Mason?” he said. “Are you all right?”

After a second, the clerk’s face went pale. He turned to the judge.

“I—I think he’s dead!”
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