
    [image: ]

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Web of Discord
 
            Norman Russell

         
 
         
            
               [image: ] 
                  
               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Contents

         
 
         
            Title Page 
            
 
            Prologue         Incident at Porthcurno, 25 January 1893  
            

            
                

            
 
            1 Death of the Poor Man’s Friend  
            
 
            2 A Cable from Petrovosk  
            
 
            3 Why Lady Courteline Screamed  
            
 
            4 Diplomatic Incident  
            
 
            5 Voices from the Sea  
            
 
            6 The Hatpin Man  
            
 
            7 The Strangers at Spanish Beach  
            
 
            8 Home is the Sailor  
            
 
            9 Baroness Felssen Calls  
            
 
            10  Adventure at Stonewick Hall  
            
 
            11  War of Words  
            
 
            12  In the Prussian Wilderness  
            
 
            13  The Fight at the Rundstedt Channel  
            
 
            14  A Gift from the Gods  
            
 
            15  Revelations  
            
 
            16  New Beginnings  
            
 
            
                

            

            By the Same Author
            
 
            Copyright
            

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Prologue
 
            Incident at Porthcurno, 25 January 1893
            

         
 
         Captain Edgar Adams RN closed his brass telescope with a decisive snap, and thrust it into one of the capacious pockets of his regulation greatcoat. His two companions, well wrapped up against the rigours of the Cornish winter, made as if to retrace their steps up the steep path from the sheltered sandy beach, but Adams remained impassive, staring out thoughtfully across the choppy, sullen waters of the Atlantic Ocean.
         
 
         ‘Well, Mr Pascoe,’ he said at length, ‘your surmise was correct. It’s a Russian vessel right enough, an ocean-going steamer of 1870s vintage, low at the stern, suggesting cable drums in the aft holds. It’s a cable layer, or cable repair vessel. And it’s got no business to be lurking here, off Porthcurno.’
         
 
         Captain Edgar Adams was a lithe, energetic man in his early forties, with a firm mouth and bright grey eyes. His black hair was beginning to show a hint of grey at the temples, and his clean-shaven face was bronzed from long exposure to sun and wind. He had addressed his words to a young man whom he judged to be no more than twenty-five. Pascoe was wearing a light-brown tweed overcoat with matching cap, and looked alertly at the world through gold-rimmed pince-nez, secured by a black ribbon.
         
 
         ‘No business whatever,’ observed the third man, an elderly, bearded gentleman enveloped in a long astrakhan coat. He wore a tall silk hat, and had encased his hands in rather incongruous black woollen gloves. ‘It was very enterprising of Pascoe here to telegraph direct to me at Winchester House. Pascoe, as I think you know, is the chief cipher clerk at Porthcurno. Well done, young man! Now, can we please get back to the cable station before we all perish from the cold?’
         
 
         ‘By all means, Mr Dangerfield,’ said Captain Adams. ‘There’s nothing more to be learned here.’
         
 
         It had been snowing for most of the previous week, and the dismal landscape was pocked with unsightly scabs of half-frozen snow. Mr Dangerfield, one of the directors of the Eastern Telegraph Company, hated snow, and had no great love for Cornwall. It was far too remote from his comfortable panelled office in Old Broad Street. People like Adams were used to all kinds of weather, and young fellows like Pascoe could endure anything within reason.
         
 
         Still, it had been worth the long drag down from London. It had been prudent of him to alert the Foreign Office to the possibility of skulduggery. It was almost inevitable that some mystery-man like this Captain Adams should have turned up from Whitehall to accompany him down to Porthcurno. It would all make an interesting tale to tell old Sir John Pender, the chairman, when he returned to London.
         
 
         The three men began the upward climb through the stunted vegetation and masses of storm-weathered rock flanking the winding path from the beach. After a while they reached the Eastern Telegraph Company’s settlement and cable station at Porthcurno, an impressive pile of buildings rising in what was virtually a wilderness. The company’s house flag flew proudly from a pole near a snow-spattered tennis court. Young Mr Pascoe, the chief cipher clerk, unconsciously assumed command, leading the other two men through the high-ceilinged instrument room, where various machines, gleaming in brass and mahogany, clicked and clattered under the charge of a team of other earnest young men. He opened the door of a little inner sanctum, and Captain Adams prepared to hear the so far hidden details of the incident at Porthcurno.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘I suppose “incident” is too strong a word to use,’ said Mr Dangerfield. He had retained his heavy greatcoat, and stood near the blazing fire, holding his silk hat by its brim. ‘But that Russian ship has been lurking four miles off the Cornish coast for three days, and as you observed earlier, it has no business to be near a sensitive area such as this.’
         
 
         William Pascoe had sat down on an upright Windsor chair, and proceeded to drape himself in long ribbons of paper telegraph tape. He glanced at the director over his gold pince-nez.
         
 
         ‘With respect, Mr Dangerfield,’ he said, ‘it’s not the presence of that ship that constitutes the incident; it’s what happened to these transmissions that came through from the Scilly Islands cable after that ship had appeared. On the morning of the twenty-fifth, to be exact.’
         
 
         ‘Quite so. Well, I’ll leave the two of you alone to talk about it. I shall go along to the mess. I fancy a bite to eat after that cold traipse down to the cove. And perhaps a glass of something, if they’ve got it. Tell Captain Adams all about those transmissions. I’ll see you both later.’
         
 
         Mr Dangerfield dragged himself away from the blazing fire in the little office, and went out into the instrument room, closing the door behind him. Young Pascoe smiled. Dangerfield wasn’t such a bad old stick, all things considered.
         
 
         ‘Captain Adams,’ said Pascoe, ‘the messages relayed through the submarine cable from Scilly are received in cable Morse, which is printed out on these long strips of paper. This particular batch of signals was sent from the cable station on the isle of St Mary’s. They’re business communications from Abraham & Company, the marine victuallers on Tresco.’
         
 
         Pascoe picked up the long paper streamer, and passed it slowly through his fingers. Adams noted the printed Morse characters, signs that needed a skilled reader to interpret. He watched as Pascoe paused at a stage where half the long streamer was lying in a rough curl at the side of his chair. This young fellow evidently excelled at his work, which accounted for his senior position at Porthcurno.
         
 
         ‘It was at this point, Captain Adams,’ Pascoe was saying, ‘that the business messages suddenly stopped. Eleven forty-seven on the morning of Wednesday, the twenty-fifth of January – just a week ago. For nearly half an hour the engines disgorged gibberish. Then, as suddenly as it had started, the gibberish ended, and the business messages resumed.’
         
 
         Pascoe reached across to the table behind his chair, and picked up a cloth-bound notebook, which he handed to Adams.
         
 
         ‘I translated all the messages for that morning into straight English, and wrote them down in this book. I’ve also transliterated the gibberish. I call it that because I don’t understand it. Wiser heads may be more successful.’
         
 
         Captain Adams looked at the eager young employee of the Eastern Telegraph Company. We could do with a fellow like him on the edges of our concern, he thought. He evidently thinks the way we think. But would he have the skills to survive at the age of twenty-five? Ability needed to be matched by experience.
         
 
         He said aloud, ‘What happens to these messages after you’ve received them here?’
         
 
         ‘They’re taken up to Penzance, and relayed by telegraph to London. We have a special arrangement with the Post Office to use their London wire.’
         
 
         Adams opened the notebook, and began to read. The first part of Pascoe’s transcription recorded detailed requests for information from various London ships’ chandlers and mercantile grocers. These ended after nine pages, and Pascoe had written in bold handwriting, ‘The gibberish starts here.’
         
 
         Adams started to read silently, and then aloud, his voice becoming more confident as he progressed.
         
 
         ‘You’ve transliterated the Morse very cleverly, Mr Pascoe,’ he said, ‘so cleverly, in fact, that I can recognize the words as Russian. So from – what time did you say? – eleven forty-seven, on the twenty-fifth last, someone managed to stop the signals from St Mary’s, and replace them with this outpouring of Russian—’
         
 
         ‘Splicing!’ cried Pascoe excitedly. ‘That Russian ship out there will have the necessary gear to lift the cable, and make a splice to a transmitting apparatus of their own! It must have been a kind of test, because after a while the business messages resumed.’
         
 
         Captain Adams had flicked through the remaining pages of the notebook, and saw where Pascoe had written, ‘12.12 p.m. St Mary’s station signals resumed.’ There followed a faithful rendering of Messrs Abraham & Company’s requests for ship’s provisions.
         
 
         ‘A test? You may well be right, Mr Pascoe. But a test of what? That is the question.’
         
 
         ‘What did the Russian message say?’ asked Pascoe impatiently. ‘Is there any clue there?’
         
 
         Captain Adams smiled, and shook his head.
 
         ‘Not at the moment, Mr Pascoe. This screed of Russian is nothing more or less than a long quotation from a novel by Nikolai Gogol. It’s called Dead  Souls.’
         
 
         ‘There you are, then, sir! It was a test – a test to see if their illicit splice had worked. Dead  Souls?  That sounds very sinister. Is it a gloomy sort of book?’
         
 
         ‘As a matter of fact, Mr Pascoe, it’s a very funny book, if you understand the Russian sense of humour.’
         
 
         That statement, he thought, was true enough, and it was a fair answer to the excellent young man’s question. But it was only true on the surface. He had seen things on this visit that it would not have been prudent to mention to these good folk at Porthcurno. That ship…. It would not stay long, now, of that he was sure. They would have learnt very quickly that he was down there in Cornwall. But if ever he saw it again, he’d know it well enough, and not just as a sinister shape anchored near the horizon. For he had often pored over the shipbuilder’s original plans of the Lermontov,  so that he could now picture it as a familiar berth, where he could walk sure-footed on the mess deck, in the cabins, in the hot, thudding engine room, and in the great cold spaces of the cable tanks in the hold. It was part of his vocation to know such things.
         
 
         And the message, that block of Russian text from Gogol, what did that portend? Well, taken in conjunction with the splicing, and with several other things he’d noticed, it meant devilry. He would leave Porthcurno that very day. No time was to be lost.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         An elderly porter clad in the livery of the Great Western Railway held open the door of a carriage, and Captain Adams climbed into the long train that would convey him the 300 miles and more from Penzance to London. The porter had led him to that particular carriage, so that Adams was not surprised to find that the compartment was already occupied. He knew the mild, sandy-haired man who sat there, a copy of The  Times spread out across his knees. The man smiled at him almost apologetically.
         
 
         ‘Well, Adams,’ he said, ‘what did you think of it all?’
 
         ‘I think there’s something very sinister afoot,’ said Adams. ‘Dangerfield and Pascoe took me down to the cove at Porthcurno, and I had a good look at the ship. It was the old screw steamer Lermontov,   which was fitted out as a cable-ship eight or more years ago. I know it well. It was used as an interceptor vessel by the Imperial Russian Marine. After that—’
         
 
         ‘Did you tell the Porthcurno people that it was the Lermontov?’
         
 
         ‘Well, no; but I was happy to confirm their guess that it was a Russian ship. Incidentally, Dangerfield is staying on at the cable station for a few days, which is why he’s not with me now. Just as well, I suppose. He’d have wanted to travel back to London with me.’
         
 
         ‘The Lermontov?  Well, well. He was a poet, you know. Lermontov,  I mean. It’s not a genuine Russian name. He was descended from a Scotsman called George Learmonth. Anything else?’
         
 
         Captain Adams smiled. His companion had evidently been looking up various names in an encyclopaedia. That fact told him that the sandy-haired man had already known the identity of the mysterious ship. That, of course, came as no surprise.
         
 
         ‘Anything else, you ask? Yes, there was. At such-and-such a time on Wednesday, the twenty-fifth of this month, the people on the Lermontov  lifted the Scilly Islands cable, spliced into it, and delivered a stream of Russian, which was read at the Porthcurno cable station as cable Morse. It consisted of a string of paragraphs from Gogol’s Dead  Souls.’
         
 
         The sandy-haired man drew the skirts of his heavy serge cloak about his knees. He uttered a stifled sound, which might have been a sigh, or a sardonic laugh, cut off in mid-utterance.
         
 
         ‘Well, Adams,’ he said, ‘I agree with you that this may prove to be a very sinister business. There’s a richly Slavonic flavour about all this that I very much fear means mischief. That business of Dead  Souls…. Very suggestive, don’t you think?’
         
 
         ‘I do. Either the crew of the Lermontov  are of a literary turn of mind, or – well, you can imagine the alternative. It was a rehearsal, but for what? It’s time for me to disappear from the quarter-deck, and take my luck in a hammock once again. It was a rehearsal – but it was more than that. The only way to find out what it means is for me to run with the pack.’
         
 
         ‘I assume you’ll let Admiral Holland know? As head of Naval Intelligence he’ll want to know where you’ve gone.’
         
 
         ‘Oh, yes, I’ll let him know. But for the near future, I’m entirely at your service.’
         
 
         ‘I wish you well,’ said his companion. ‘Meanwhile, I’ll keep my ears open for interesting rumours.’
         
 
         ‘You have many ears, haven’t you?’
 
         ‘I have. And many eyes, too. I wish you God speed, Captain Adams.’
         
 
         A couple of minutes later the train glided out of Penzance Station.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Early the following morning, the Russian cable-ship upped anchor, and steamed rapidly away from the Cornish coast. Young William Pascoe stood on the headland, watching it as it sailed towards the horizon. He wondered what dangers it had brought in its wake when it had first anchored offshore. To the outsider, the quiet sandy beach at Porthcurno would seem to be little more than a picturesque home for the mournfully crying sea-birds wheeling above the rocky headland. But beneath the sand of the shore lay buried the great network of cables that made Porthcurno the nerve centre of the Empire. Destroy them, and Britain would become suddenly blind and deaf to the doings of the great world beyond its shores. Captain Adams, no doubt, would set various chains of action into motion. But was there anything that he, William Pascoe, could do? Yes, but he would have to be careful and discreet. Russia, he thought ruefully, once roused to anger, would make a formidable adversary. Yes, it would be more prudent to watch and wait – but prudence was something for older men to exercise. A young man was entitled to take risks.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            1
 
            Death of the Poor Man’s Friend

         
 
         Detective Inspector Arnold Box shifted his position on the hard pine bench, and wished that he was back in his dilapidated but cosy office in King James’s Rents. Police courts always depressed him. They invariably smelt of stale gas, beer and sweat, and the human detritus that filled them formed an exhibition of banal petty crime and drunkenness that never varied. You saw the same kind of weak or brutish faces, and heard the same ugly voices, whining excuses or croaking defiance, whether it was in Marlborough Street, or King’s Cross Road, or here, in dismal Tooley Street, on the Surrey side, across the river from Tower Pier.
         
 
         Box had heard about old Mr Locke, the sitting magistrate. He regarded Tooley Street Police Court as his private fiefdom, relishing his power to discipline and subdue his regular transgressors, at the same time giving the impression that he felt a sense of obligation towards them for providing him with such an interesting way of passing the time. He was a long-faced man, dressed in funereal black. His sparse grey hair was brushed well back from his domed forehead.
         
 
         Mr Locke had already dismissed three old soaks with a caution, and had turned his attention to an enormous woman clad in a black dress and matching shawl, who stood between two policemen, her brawny arms folded across her chest.
         
 
         ‘It says here, Bertha,’ observed Mr Locke, ‘that you broke several panes of glass in the Eagle public house in St Matthew’s Lane, felled the landlord with one blow, and assaulted the police constable who was called to restrain you. Is all that true?’
         
 
         ‘It is indeed, Your Honour. You should have seen that landlord hit the floor! Supposed to be the stronger sex, they say; I’m not so sure about that!’
         
 
         Mr Locke sighed. He fiddled about with some papers on the bench, and then addressed the doughty woman prisoner.
         
 
         ‘It strikes me, Bertha,’ said Mr Locke, ‘that you’ve gone too far this time. We can’t have this type of thing going on. You’ll go to prison for three weeks.’
         
 
         The hefty woman laughed, and glanced round the court, nodding in friendly fashion to some of her neighbours, who rather nervously nodded back.
         
 
         ‘Thank you, Your Honour,’ said Bertha. ‘I could do that standing on my head!’
         
 
         ‘Well, perhaps you’d like another three weeks, so that you can do them standing on your feet. Take her away. Next!’
         
 
         The magistrate’s rough audience gave him a rousing cheer, but went quiet when he threatened to turn them all out into the street. The now subdued Bertha was hustled away down the steps beneath the dock.
         
 
         My man will be next, thought Box. Yes, here he was, stooping and bleary-eyed, with an impassive young constable standing beside him. Poor old John! The court sergeant, an elderly man wearing a tight serge uniform and sporting a patriarchal beard, handed Mr Locke a sheet of paper, which he peered at over his gold wire spectacles.
         
 
         ‘John Joseph Martin? Not one of our regulars, I notice. Dear me, you seem to have excelled yourself last night, according to this charge sheet. You became obstreperous – that’s what it says here – in the Kentish Man public house in Redcross Street. You were ejected, and proceeded to smash the frosted glass window of the establishment, which I’m told is worth one pound two shillings and sixpence. Is all that true?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, sir. I don’t rightly know how it happened. Maybe I fell into it. It wasn’t done deliberate. I was drunk, you see—’
         
 
         ‘Yes, I do  see. Only too well. It’s the drink, my man, that’s brought you here in disgrace before me this fine March morning. I don’t know what’s happening to this country. We seem to be drowning our wits in a sea of liquor. It was a bad night for windows last night, but I expect the glaziers will be happy enough this morning. Now, fortunately, someone’s come down to speak for you. Somebody who knew you in better days. Detective Inspector Box, would you care to approach the bench?’
         
 
         Box was pleased with the effect that his appearance made on the motley crowd sitting on the public benches. It wasn’t every day that they saw a Scotland Yarder, a slim man of thirty-five with a neatly clipped moustache, a man who wore a tightly buttoned fawn greatcoat, and sported a curly-brimmed brown bowler hat, tipped forward over his brow in the approved fashion. He always tried to be smart and well turned out. He wasn’t vain, of course. Nobody would call him that. And height wasn’t everything.
         
 
         Poor old John Martin…. He’d worked for nearly thirty years in the stables of the Mounted Branch before retiring. He’d been a decent, dependable man, but a heavy drinker. It was very clear now that he was rapidly losing any self-esteem that might have been left to him. In a year, perhaps two, he would be dead.
         
 
         When Box had finished his plea for leniency, Mr Locke pronounced judgment.
         
 
         ‘It’s always sad on these occasions,’ he said, ‘to have to contemplate a custodial sentence, especially when the defendant is a man of advanced years – seventy-two, in the case of John Joseph Martin. However, the Queen’s Peace must be upheld. In your case, Martin, because of the good character given to you by this Scotland Yard officer, I am going to bind you over to keep the peace in the sum of five pounds, to be produced here, within the week. But if this kind of thing happens again, then I’m afraid you’ll be locked up. You’re free to go. Next!’
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         In the cell passage below the court, a seaman sat hunched forward on the dank stone bench, waiting to be called before the magistrate. The broken-down old drunkard who had been sitting on his left, had just stumbled up the steps to the dock. Poor old man! the seaman thought. He’d whispered to him that his name was John Martin, and that he’d once worked for the police. His clothes had been those of the respectable working class, and he’d made some attempt to patch and mend the old, worn garments. He’d reeked of drink, like the rest of them in this dismal hole.
         
 
         The seaman knew that he’d be next up the stairs. Well, there were only two courses of action open to him. He’d created that row on the previous night solely in order to get himself arrested. If he was fined, and Oldfield was there in the court, then Oldfield would pay the fine and whisk him away to safety. If Oldfield wasn’t there, then he’d say he had no money, which was true: he’d posted his pay to Oldfield on the previous night, so that he’d have only a few sovereigns in his pockets when he’d set out to get himself arrested. With no money to pay a fine, the magistrate would lock him up for a few days. Either way, he’d be safe, and within the week someone would be sent to collect him, and take him away.
         
 
         The enemy had followed him all the way from Königsberg and along the Baltic coast. He thought that he’d thrown them off in Hamburg, but knew that they were still tailing him when he reached Bremen. They would have seen him when he got a berth on the Berlin  Star  at Bremerhaven. No doubt they would have seen him paid off at Chandler’s Wharf, here in good old London. What he had learnt during his month-long investigation beggared belief. It was essential that he now kept himself alive to tell the tale.
         
 
         That poor old man, John Martin…. When he got home, he’d find a couple of sovereigns in his pocket – and something else, besides. Would he have the wit to draw a few simple conclusions once he was sober? Could he read? At that moment the seaman’s name was called, and the constable took him by the sleeve. He mounted the steps to the dock.
         
 
         
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         Arnold Box was about to follow John Martin out of the court when the next trouble-maker was brought up from the cells. Something about the man caused Box to sit down again. This, surely, was not yet another specimen of the usual police court riff-raff? The prisoner, a lithe, upright man in his early forties, wore the uniform of a merchant seaman. His face was bronzed from long exposure to the elements, but there was nothing about his firm mouth and bright eyes to suggest either a drunk or a reprobate. What could this man have done to land himself in Tooley Street?
         
 
         ‘Malcolm Enright, mariner, aged forty-one.’ Old Mr Locke paused for what seemed an age, scrutinizing the impassive figure standing before him. ‘I must say, Enright, that I’m surprised to see someone of your evidently respectable antecedents in a place like this. It says here that you broke a chair in the Prince Alfred Arms, Unicorn Place – remind me, will you, Sergeant? Unicorn Place.’
         
 
         ‘It’s just at the end of the street here, sir, near Vine Lane, by the new bridge.’
         
 
         ‘Oh, yes. Well, Enright, you’ve spent the night in our cells, so you’ve had time to sober up and consider your position. You’re still in uniform, I see. You were celebrating a discharge, I take it. What ship were you serving on?’
         
 
         Box saw how Enright moistened his lips and darted a glance around the court before replying. He’s expecting someone, he thought, and that ‘someone’ hasn’t turned up.
         
 
         ‘My ship was the Berlin  Star,  cargo steamer, out of Bremerhaven. I was paid off at Chandler’s Wharf, and celebrated with a few beers. Maybe they didn’t agree with me—’
         
 
         ‘Maybe not. In fact, definitely not! And this chair – you didn’t break it over someone’s head, did you?’
         
 
         The seaman permitted himself a slight smile. Box watched him, noting the lurking anxiety behind his apparently firm gaze. There was something decidedly odd about this man. Old Mr Locke was right. Enright didn’t fit in to Tooley Street.
         
 
         ‘No, sir. I didn’t hit anyone with the chair. I fell down on it, staggering, like, and it broke. They tried to take the money to pay for it from my pocket. The landlord, and his barman. I knocked their heads together, and threw them out into the street.’
         
 
         There was a ripple of laughter from the court. Mr Locke turned aside to conceal a smile.
         
 
         ‘Quiet! Very well. Now, this kind of thing can’t be tolerated, but as this is your first appearance before us, I’m inclined to let you off with a fine. And you’re to pay for that chair. You’re fined five pounds. Next!’
         
 
         Box saw the alarm leap up in Enright’s eyes. He glanced desperately around the court again.
         
 
         ‘I haven’t got five pounds—’
 
         ‘What? Well, in that case, you’ll have to serve four days in the cells— Now  what’s the matter?’
         
 
         The swing door had been hastily pushed open, and a stout man in a black suit bustled into the court. His round face was covered in perspiration. He struggled towards the bench, puffing and panting. Box saw the sailor’s shoulders relax with what was clearly relief.
         
 
         ‘Your Honour,’ gasped the stout man, ‘I apologize for my lateness. I intended to be here at the commencement of proceedings, but the traffic on the bridge was horrendous—’
         
 
         ‘Who are you?’ demanded Mr Locke testily. ‘Are you a witness in this case? Have you got a name?’
         
 
         ‘Gabriel Oldfield, sir. Chemist and druggist. I heard last night that my poor friend Malcolm Enright had got himself into trouble, and hastened here to provide him with a character. But the traffic on the bridge—’
         
 
         ‘Yes, yes. You keep telling me about it. I don’t know what you expect me to do. I’m not an engineer. Perhaps next time – if there is a next time – the new Tower Bridge will be open at last, and you can come across on that. Now, your friend Enright has just been fined five pounds, which he says he hasn’t got. If he doesn’t come up with the money, he’ll be sent in the wagon to Southwark Bridewell. It’s all the same to me.’
         
 
         Oldfield was already tugging a bulging wallet from an inside coat pocket. It seemed to be jammed in the silk lining.
         
 
         ‘Heave!’ cried someone on the public benches. ‘Mind the moths!’ added someone else, to a shout of laughter.
         
 
         ‘Oh, shut up, will you?’ cried Locke. ‘Any more of that, and I’ll clear the court. Now, Oldfield, are you going to pay Enright’s fine or not?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, sir. I have it here. I’ll pay it right away.’
 
         ‘Very well. Pay it to the court clerk in the office outside. Enright, you’re dismissed. Next!’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Box hailed a cab in Duke Street Hill, and told the cabbie to put him down near the offices of the Daily  Telegraph  in Fleet Street. It was only half past eleven, and he wasn’t due back at King James’s Rents until two, so there’d be plenty of time for a lunch of bread and cheese in his snug rooms in Cardinal Court, one of a maze of little squares squashed into a rough triangle between Fleet Street and Fetter Lane. The cabbie turned into Borough High Street, and so on to London Bridge.
         
 
         That man in the court had been right. Traffic on the bridge was nearly at a stand-still, jam-packed with freight-wagons, carts and omnibuses. They’d dug up the road in King William Street to lay a new gas main, and that didn’t improve matters….
         
 
         When he had a moment, he’d call on poor John Martin, and see how things were with him. He had a room of his own over a public house near Bermondsey Leather Market. Meanwhile, he’d organize a whip-round among the folk in Whitehall Place to pay his five-pound fine.
         
 
         The cab broke out of the knot of traffic, crossed Upper Thames Street, and made its way briskly into Cannon Street. It was a bright day, but the sun refused to come out, and was lurking somewhere behind the banks of fitful cloud. Maybe it would rain later.
         
 
         That sailor man’s tale didn’t ring true. He wasn’t your typical brawler. And he wasn’t your typical merchant seaman. He looked like an engineer, though his merchant navy uniform had carried no special insignia. And his friend the chemist…. They seemed an oddly assorted pair. Malcolm Enright, and – what was the chemist’s name? He couldn’t remember. Still, it was none of his business. Old Mr Locke had sorted it out.
         
 
         As the cab passed in front of the Mansion House he glanced to his left, where he could glimpse the narrow opening of Garlick Hill, and recalled that it was in a secluded square leading off this street that he had first encountered his new sergeant, Jack Knollys. He recalled the shattered display cases in Damian Shulbrede’s dim jeweller’s shop, and the dramatic rescue that Sergeant Knollys had made there.
         
 
         It was as they began to skirt St Paul’s Churchyard that Box suddenly became aware of the purposeful crowd hurrying along Carter Lane. Arnold Box knew all about crowds. This one was not bent on mischief. Its members, for the most part respectable City clerks, messengers and telegraph boys, were joined by grim-faced workmen and a growing number of street traders, all converging on a narrow slit between the tall buildings of Carter Lane. Box rapped with his knuckles on the ceiling of the cab, and the cabbie opened the flap in the roof.
         
 
         ‘Yes, sir?’
 
         ‘Cabbie, I’m Detective Inspector Box of Scotland Yard. Can you find out where all those people are going? They seem to be pouring down Verity Street.’
         
 
         The cabbie’s face disappeared from the open hatch, and Box heard him call out to one of the hurrying men on the pavement.
         
 
         ‘What’s amiss, mate? Where are you all going?’
 
         ‘It’s Sir John Courteline. He’s been killed. Murdered.’
 
         ‘Did you hear that, sir? Sir John Courteline – who’d want to harm a hair of his head, for God’s sake?’
         
 
         ‘I don’t know, cabbie,’ Box replied. He forgot all about having a quiet lunch in Cardinal Court. ‘I don’t know,’ he repeated, ‘but I’d like to find out. Can you get this cab down Verity Street and into Edgerton Square?’
         
 
         The driver closed the roof flap, and began to manoeuvre his cab along the narrow lane called Verity Street. The vehicle moved forward through a seething mass of angry men, their faces contorted with rage and grief. It was a grief that Box shared. Sir John Courteline, millionaire financier, was known as The Poor Man’s Friend. Hundreds of projects for the relief of England’s poor were wholly financed by him. Thousands literally owed their lives to him. He had funded trade schools, free hospitals, work projects. Five years earlier, he had been knighted for his services to the poor. And now he was dead – murdered, if these angry, frantic men were right.
         
 
         The cabbie stopped his vehicle against the railings of the central garden in Edgerton Square, an elegant, secluded rectangle of tall, eighteenth-century houses with bow windows and wrought-iron balconies. Box could see the front door of Sir John Courteline’s house gaping wide open, though the near hysterical crowd thronging the pavement made no attempt to trespass beyond the whitened doorstep, where two stalwart constables were stationed.
         
 
         Box scribbled a note on a piece of paper, and handed it to the driver, together with two half crowns.
         
 
         ‘Cabbie,’ he said, ‘be sure to deliver this note to the duty sergeant at 2 King James’s Rents. You know where it is, don’t you? Across the cobbles from Whitehall Place, on the other side of Aberdeen Lane.’
         
 
         Box left the cab, and pushed his way through the crowd. Someone shouted angrily, ‘Who’d want to shoot Sir John Courteline, for God’s sake? What’s happening to this country?’ There was a groan of assent, accompanied by a surge of bodies towards the open door of the house, through which Box could glimpse the rich appointments and gleaming gas-lanterns in the hallway. Box elbowed his way through the crowd, and hurried up the steps. Luckily, both constables had saluted him in recognition, so he had no need to waste time in idle chat on the pavement.
         
 
         As soon as he stepped into the hall, he heard the screaming. It was a woman, hidden somewhere in the house, giving vent to wave after wave of hopeless, abandoned lamentation. Box stood transfixed. He could sense grief in the sound, but something else, a kind of horrified despair. After a few moments the sound subsided, and terminated in a single chilling cry of anguish.
         
 
         Box took hold of the heavy bolts behind the front door, and slammed it shut. The hall reverberated to the angry crash, bringing a uniformed sergeant out from a sort of glazed sentry-box beneath the stairs. The man saluted, and Box raised his hat in reply. Evidently the sergeant recognized him, which was just as well.
         
 
         ‘Who have you got here, Sergeant?’ he asked.
 
         ‘Inspector Graham, sir, from “C” Division. We haven’t sent to the Yard yet—’
         
 
         ‘I was just passing, Sergeant. Tell Mr Graham that I’m here, will you?’
         
 
         As Box’s eyes adjusted to the gloom of the hallway, he realized that a group of frightened domestic staff stood huddled together near the great mahogany staircase. They, too, had been transfixed by the screams of the unseen woman. They seemed to be shrinking in horror from an ugly, heavy pistol lying on the hall floor. At that moment the sergeant returned. He followed Box’s gaze, and said, ‘It was thrown down by the assailant, sir, as he ran from the house. Mr Mervyn, the butler there, saw the man coming out of the study.’
         
 
         The butler stepped forward as though he had been summoned to tell his story, but Box shook his head and held up his hand.
         
 
         ‘Not now, if you please, Mr Mervyn. Will you please send your staff about their duties. I’ll speak to you later.’
         
 
         As the butler shepherded the frightened servants down a dim passageway leading from the hall, Box drew the sergeant into the glass sentry-box beneath the stairs.
         
 
         ‘Sergeant,’ he said, ‘who was doing the screaming when I came through the front door just now? It sounded like the torments of the damned.’
         
 
         ‘That was Lady Courteline, sir. Very upset, she was, which is not surprising, really. She’s a Russian lady, Mr Box, and I believe they’re regular corkers in the screaming line.’
         
 
         ‘Are they, now? Well, I’ll remember that morsel of wisdom. When did this attack take place?’
         
 
         ‘It was no more than twenty minutes ago, sir. About ten to twelve, by all accounts. Here’s Inspector Graham now.’
         
 
         A door to the right of the hall had suddenly opened, and a stout, whimsical-looking man stepped out to greet Box. He spoke with a kind of suppressed chuckle, as though humour was his natural bent. He wore a smart but comfortable uniform, and carried his pill-box hat in his hand.
         
 
         ‘Sergeant Miller,’ he said, ‘go through and take brief statements from the servants. Leave the butler till later. Come in, Mr Box.’
         
 
         The two men entered a comfortable panelled room in which a cheery fire was burning in an ornate grate. Inspector Graham closed the door.
         
 
         ‘Miller says that you were just passing,’ he said. ‘Well, either that was an act of Providence, or a very curious concatenation of circumstances. Will you associate yourself with this case, Mr Box? It’ll have to be a Yard job, in any case.’
         
 
         ‘“Concatenation”?’ said Box, shaking his head in mock disbelief. ‘Honestly, Joe, I don’t know where you get these long words from. What does it mean?’
         
 
         ‘It means a chain of circumstances, Arnold, as your nanny should have told you. But this is a bad, bad business. It reminds me of that poor young man you and I found shot in Thomas Lane Mews last January. There he is, Inspector, by the fireplace.’
         
 
         Sir John Courteline lay on his back, his surprised eyes still open, his waxed beard jutting grotesquely upward. There was a bad wound in the chest, and the carpet was heavily stained with blood. The dead man was dressed in striped trousers and a frock coat. His sober waistcoat was buttoned over a white silk liner. By placing his ear close to the dead man’s chest, Box could hear the quiet ticking of a watch in its fob pocket.
         
 
         Sir John Courteline’s right arm was flung outward. Inspector Graham pointed to a thin cigar lying near the nerveless fingers. It was still smouldering, and had begun to burn the carpet.
         
 
         ‘The assailant must have just flung himself into the room, and shot him,’ said Graham. ‘As you can see, it was a totally unexpected assault.’
         
 
         ‘Did you recognize the make of weapon, Joe? A .38 Colt. All the villains of the nation seem to have them, now. Our assailant rushes in, shoots his victim, rushes out again, and flings the weapon away – I wonder…. I’ll talk to the butler, now. He’s our best lead at the moment.’
         
 
         Graham had crossed to the window which looked out on to Edgerton Square. He pulled the net curtain aside.
         
 
         ‘That crowd’s still milling around out there,’ he said. ‘There’ll be trouble today, Arnold, mark my words. Sir John Courteline was The Poor Man’s Friend. Before the night’s out, The Poor Man will be out for blood. I’ll fetch the butler.’
         
 
         When the shaken Mervyn came into the study, Box pointed to a chair which he had placed so that the butler’s back was turned to the dead body of his master. Box sat down beside him. His sense of outrage at Courteline’s death was still strong, but his professional instincts were gradually taking control.
         
 
         ‘Now, Mr Mervyn,’ he said, ‘I’d like you to sit there quietly, and tell me what you saw of the man who shot your master. I don’t want you to tell me what he did, just what he looked like.’
         
 
         Mervyn, he judged, was nearer seventy than sixty. He had a smooth, gentle face, framed by white mutton-chop whiskers. Box thought that he had probably been in service all his working life.
         
 
         ‘Well, sir, the man was about thirty years of age, with close-cropped gingery hair. He had a fleshy sort of neck – a roll of fat bulging over his collar. I’d just come out from the kitchen passage. He threw the gun down on the hall floor. You could smell the gunpowder…. He turned and glanced at me as he reached the front door. I’d run down the passage, you see, when I heard the shot. There was something odd about his face.’
         
 
         Box said nothing. Instead, he slowly drew the index finger of his right hand across his right cheekbone. The butler’s old eyes lightened with surprise.
         
 
         ‘Yes, sir! Where you’re pointing on your own face this villain had a crimson scar, or sore. Perhaps it was a birthmark?’
         
 
         ‘Well, Mr Mervyn, we’ll see. You’ve been of great help. And how is Lady Courteline? Does she have anyone with her?’ As he spoke, Box gently escorted the butler to the study door.
         
 
         ‘Lady Courteline is a little better, now, sir. Miss Olga is with her, and Dr Grace. Oh, dear! What terrible times we live in!’
         
 
         When Mervyn had gone, Box turned to Inspector Graham.
 
         ‘It was Killer Kitely, Joe. I thought it might be. He does that, you know. Runs in and shoots and runs out again. It was Killer who shot the Master of the Patents Office last February. We know he did it, though we can’t prove it. It looks as though we’ve got him this time, though. Just as well, I suppose. As you said just now, the mobs will be out for vengeance over Courteline’s death. Kitely will be the appeasing sacrifice.’
         
 
         He glanced sombrely at the inert figure lying in front of the blazing fire.
         
 
         It’s an assassination. Kitely’s been hired to do the job – but who by?’
         
 
         ‘“By whom”.’
 
         ‘What? Yes, that’s what I said. We may know who did it, but we’ve got to find who it was who hired Kitely, and why – hello! What’s this?’
         
 
         Box knelt down beside the body. A piece of blood-soaked cardboard lay under the fingers of the outstretched hand. Perhaps Sir John Courteline had been looking at something when his assassin struck?
         
 
         ‘Have I missed something?’ asked Graham.
 
         ‘You’d have found it, Joe. It’s just that I’ve noticed it first.’
 
         Gently, Inspector Box removed the card. It proved to be an ordinary printed visiting card, bearing the name Dr N.I. Karenin. Box turned the card over. The other side was not stained, and the neat printed letters could be seen quite clearly. But they were in a script that Box could not recognize. There was no address given on either side, just the name in neatly embossed characters. Whoever Dr N.I. Karenin was, his visiting card had presumably been the last thing that the murdered philanthropist had read.
         
 
         ‘I’ll take this with me, if I may, Joe,’ said Box. ‘I’m going now to report to my superintendent at the Rents. Then I’m going after Kitely. After this escapade, he’ll go to earth, and I know exactly where to find him. Before the day’s out, Joe, I’ll have our friend Kitely under lock and key. And then the mob will have their sacrifice.’
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