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            Prologue

         
 	
         London, 1920 
         

          

         ‘Are you sure this is the place, cabby? It looks rather grand …’

         ‘St Katharine’s Square, number one, guv’nor, just like you said. They’re all grand in this neck of the woods. This is a Royal Borough, sir. But if you don’t fancy it, we can always move on.’
         

         ‘No. Wait here. I’m in no hurry.’

         The  passenger in naval uniform peered again through the gloom of an October  evening, taking in the magnificence of the four-storey mansion.

         ‘Well I may be in a hurry,’ the cab driver objected. ‘Fog’s coming up.’
         

         ‘A pea-souper, eh? I’ve been away for years. I’ve forgotten what they look like.’

         ‘Pea-souper  nothing! This one’s going to be a brown Windsor, judging by the smell  of it. Straight up off the river. It’s to be hoped they’ve got the  acetylene flares alight round Trafalgar Square or I’ll never get you  back to the station, guv.’

         The Navy man was barely listening, all  his attention on the stuccoed, balconied façade. Electric lights  penetrated the growing darkness, offering a welcoming orange glow behind  drawn curtains. In the upper floors, lamps or candles were moving  between rooms as staff came off or went on duty.

         ‘Well at least  there’s someone at home,’ he said, awkwardly throwing a conversational  pebble into the silence ponding between him and the young woman by his  side.

         She made no reply.

         He took her hand and gave it a  brief encouraging squeeze. ‘Nearly there, Miss Petrovna. Three thousand  miles and three years – but you’ve made it!’ He spoke with a  cheerfulness he couldn’t feel.

         Sensitive as he’d become to his  companion’s moods, the captain interpreted the barely audible response  as a mew of distress and his resolve began to crack. He had avoided  saying farewell – he was embarrassed by emotional leave-takings,  especially those made in public – and there was nothing more to add.

         Even  so, he launched into one last speech. ‘Look, Miss … um, Anna … there’s  still time to change your mind. You don’t have to do this yet. Come home  with me.’ After the slightest pause, he resumed: ‘My wife would make  you very welcome. Joan is a fine woman – she’d care for you. Get you  properly on your feet. Our family doctor is no slouch and he’d rally  round, I know. It needn’t be for long. Just as long as you choose.’

         She turned reproachful eyes on him and shook her head in regret.

         The  captain realized with a shock that he’d experienced the same  devastating rejection years before. How many? Well over twenty … He’d  been no more than a boy in short trousers. He’d been tramping the moors  with his father when they’d come across an injured otter. A very young  female. His indulgent old pa had allowed him to carry the animal home in  his jacket. He’d cared for her, fed her, watched her grow strong and  mischievous. And always closing his ears to the concerned parental  advice: ‘Wild creatures, otters. Never think you can house-train ’em.  Taking little things, of course, but you shouldn’t get fond of ’em.’

         The day came when she escaped from her pen and wrecked his mother’s kitchen.

         He  hadn’t waited for his parents to tell him his duty. It was clear. He’d  taken her back into the wild himself, choosing a spot where he knew the  fishing was good and there was a thriving otter colony. On the river  bank he whispered goodbye, never really thinking she would leave him.

         Pain  had gathered and lodged in his young throat like a ball of  india-rubber, threatening to suffocate him, as he watched her leap with  delight into the water, dive, surface, dive again, swimming away from  him. He’d turned, swiping at the tears in his eyes with the sleeve of  his rough sweater, and begun to blunder back home across the meadow.

         A  piercing chirp had made him stop and turn and there she was behind him,  on the bank again, wet fur comically spiked, staring at him with  intelligent black eyes. Black eyes he could have sworn were asking where  on earth he thought he was sloping off to. The moment he started  back towards her, calling her name, she turned, yipped in satisfaction  and dived into the water.
         

         He never saw her again.

         In a busy and danger-filled life, he’d scarcely thought about her until this moment of parting raised the same choking pain.

         ‘Very  well. Message received, cabby! Look, wait here with the young lady,  will you, while I go and announce us. I’ll be a few minutes.’

         The door was opened by a butler as he approached.

         ‘Captain Swinburne? Good evening, sir. Her Highness is expecting you. Will you come up to the drawing room?’

         He  followed the butler down the spacious hallway and up the stairs. They  made towards an open door through which filtered smoky, autumnal music –  a Chopin nocturne, he thought. When they entered, the pianist abandoned  her piece and came smiling to greet him. A striking-looking Russian  woman in her fifties, dark hair streaked with grey, she made a  reassuring impression on him: friendly and … yes, he would have said –  motherly. Somehow, he hadn’t expected motherly. Or small.

         Sherry  was offered and politely refused. He declined to take a seat by the  fire. Facing him across the rug in front of the fireplace, the princess  came straight to the point. ‘You have her, Captain? Our Anna?’

         ‘Miss  Petrovna is waiting in the taxi, Your Highness, and eager to see you. I  wanted to have a word with you in private before I leave her in your  hands.’

         She listened intently as he moved through his account. He  confirmed that the girl had been found close to death on the doorstep of  the British consul in Murmansk in northern Russia. On recovering  sufficiently, she had begged to be given a passage to Britain where she  knew members of her family were living. The consul had wired Swinburne  aboard his ship, which was patrolling the Arctic waters, and he’d agreed  to take her on board and bring her back to Portsmouth where he was due  to call in for a refit in the autumn.

         He was quite certain that  none of this was fresh news to the Russian lady but she listened  intently to every word, seeming to value his first-hand report.

         He  told her how pleased the ship’s doctor had been with the patient’s  progress. The best food the galley could provide, fresh air, exercise  and the stimulation of a late summer’s cruise along the coast of Norway  had almost restored her to full physical health. The captain was  careful to explain that the ship had been conveying back home a  consular family who had gladly lent one of their maids as nurse cum  chaperone so all the proprieties had been observed.

         The Russian acknowledged this with a tilt of the head and an understanding smile.

         But  it was the girl’s mental state that he needed to lay out for her future  guardian. ‘She has suffered unbelievable hardship … torture would not  be too strong a word … and three years of unremitting squalor. Anyone  less strong and tenacious of life would not have survived. But it will  be some time before she’s fully recovered. It’s possible that the  services of an alienist might be called upon with advantage.’ A radical  suggestion, but the princess seemed not to be offended. She even nodded  in acceptance and Swinburne felt emboldened to press his point. ‘There  are physicians in London with certain skills acquired in the war …  Anna’s condition is in some ways similar to what I have witnessed in men  experiencing the prolonged terrors of the battlefield. And, survivor  that she is, she deserves the appropriate treatment. I would like you to  be aware of this. I will not leave her in any situation that I do not  judge to be capable of responding to her condition.’

         He knew he  was going too far. His stewardship was officially at an end; he had to  recognize the superior authority of the noble lady to whom he was daring  to dish out advice and demands. But Captain Swinburne was not a man to  retreat from a position he’d taken up, whether his feet were on the deck  of a gunboat or on a silken rug in a douce London drawing room.

         She  looked up at him sharply, scanning his weatherbeaten features and  standing firm before the challenge in his very English blue eyes. He  steeled himself to receive the set-down he’d merited.

         But the princess’s response when it came was thoughtful. ‘Captain, it occurs to me that losing your support could constitute yet another blow to Anna’s well-being.’
         

         ‘I  did what I could. Believe me, ma’am, it was her choice to break the  bond we have established.’ The words stretched between them, vibrating  with a resentment he had not intended. He hurried to add: ‘But an  encouraging sign, I’m sure you’ll agree. She’s ready to move forward.  She recognizes now that she has a future and I do believe she is making  plans for it.’ He broke off, unwilling to say more, and indicated that  he was ready to bring her in.

         As he turned to leave the room,  Swinburne’s attention was caught by a photograph, the one at the  forefront of a cluster of silver-framed portraits arranged on the grand  piano. He exclaimed and went to examine more closely a group of five or  six earnest-looking young women dressed in nurse’s uniform, a flutter of  angels gathered in a semiformal pose around a bed in a hospital ward.  The wounded soldier at the centre of their attention looked suitably  overawed.

         ‘There she is! That’s Anna! Good Lord. She actually was a  nurse. So much she didn’t tell me …’ Responding to the invitation in  the Russian’s expression, he smiled, his eyes returning to the  photograph. ‘One of my crew was careless enough to cut his leg to the  bone on a day when our doctor was ashore in Trondheim. They brought him  to me, dripping blood and swooning, and Anna, who was with me on deck,  snapped out of her torpid state and had the chap sedated, stitched up  and bandaged with all the skill of a medic in no time. Saved the leg, I  reckon.’
         

         The princess chuckled. ‘She was always a fine  needlewoman. But none of these girls was truly a nurse, you know.  Amateurs all, some more capable than others. Some with decorative merit  only. You’re looking, Captain, at the contents of the topmost drawer of  the Russian aristocracy doing their bit in wartime for their country.  The Empress Alexandra herself led by example and floated through the  wards in cape and wimple dispensing comfort. Though I ought not to  disparage their efforts – they meant well, and, in Anna’s case, acquired  a genuine skill, they say. But, Captain … you do well to pick her out  amongst so many beauties, all wearing an unflattering starched  headdress …?’

         The question was lightly put but Swinburne picked  up an underlying tension. Was he being quizzed in some way? Had the  photograph, prominently placed as it was, been set there deliberately as  some kind of test? The captain was a straightforward man, who couldn’t  be doing with traps and subtleties. His reply came at once.

         ‘Be  assured ma’am, I’d know her face anywhere. It’s the line of the nose,  like a Greek statue, and the dark eyebrows – they have the sweep of a  gull’s wing. She’s the one on the far left. I’d no idea this was her  world.’

         The princess, who had been tugging at the pearls at her  throat in some suspense, sighed with relief at his identification and  stopped her fidgeting. She came to stand at his side, looking at the  photograph with him, relaxed now and companionable. Whatever test she’d  just administered, he seemed to have passed it. ‘Yes, Captain, that is  indeed our Anna. My poor cousin Peter’s daughter. I held her in my arms  the day she was born.’

         He was pleased to note in her voice the  tremble of an emotion she could no longer hold back, the tears gathering  in her eyes, the furtive hunting in her sleeve for a handkerchief. She  accepted the crisp square of linen he offered and put it to use with  grace and murmured thanks. After a moment, she spoke again more  brightly. ‘As a child, Anna spent many summers with us in the Crimea …  she will feel at home here with me now. But I share your dismay at a  world so abruptly and tragically torn from us. Anna would have made a  good marriage. She could have had her pick of the finest young men of  Europe. Probably not royalty but a count at the very least … a duke  perhaps? Sadly now all dead or dispersed and she herself ruined beyond  any hope of—’

         She suppressed the alarming thought and her tone  became crisp. ‘But that is all past, and we must look, as you say, to  her future. You may leave her with us in total confidence. I have heard  your words and understood the deeper concerns on which you are  tactfully silent. I say again – I will provide the care she needs.’

         Swinburne  had heard the same tone from admirals and generals. There was only one  acceptable answer: ‘Yes, sir. Of course, sir.’ This tiny, decisive woman  he had no knowledge of and no reason to trust had, unaccountably, got  under his defences. He nodded his superfluous agreement. ‘Yes, ma’am. Of  course, ma’am,’ he said, and he smiled as he spoke.

         Swinburne bowed and made to leave.

         ‘Wait,  Captain!’ She hesitated for a moment, then picked up the photograph and  handed it to him. ‘If you will keep it for your eyes alone you may have  this – some slight reward for your care. But be discreet. We  aristocrats all have a price on our heads still and are pursued. London  is full of ruthless men, not a few of them our enemies.’

         As he  took it from her, murmuring his thanks, he caught a flash of indulgence  and pity in her eyes. She’d guessed his secret in minutes. Time he was  gone.

          

         The two women ran into each other’s arms,  exclaiming softly in delighted recognition. Swinburne skirted silently  round them in the hallway, glad enough to hear:

         ‘Aunt Tizzi!’

         ‘Anna, my dear girl! At last! We have you safe.’

         In the outburst of tears and sobs that followed, they didn’t hear him leaving.

          

         He  was blameless. As innocent as the obliging bird that gobbles down the  inky, sweet berry of the deadly nightshade and then flies off  unwittingly to disperse the seed, Captain Swinburne had just dropped off  a deadly cargo in a fertile corner of London.

         He prepared to move on.

         ‘We’re finished here, cabby. Back to Piccadilly while you can still see the road.’

         He shouldn’t have looked back.

         A  last glance through the window showed him Anna. She’d come outside  again and was standing motionless, neither waving away nor beckoning  back, watching him leave. The fog was coming down and he couldn’t make  out her face but, in his imagination, he saw her dark otter’s eyes  following him as the taxi drew away.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Cheyne Walk, London, August 1922 
         

          

         Joe Sandilands had grown out of the habit of packing. In India, his many journeys had been eased by the silent and efficient attentions of a bearer. And now, six weeks after his return, he was ashamed to find he’d almost lost the knack.

         In irritation, he left his suitcase in the middle of the living-room floor, gaping open in readiness for the inevitable afterthoughts. These swiftly followed as he cruised about his room, his eye lighting on things without which he couldn’t possibly survive a long weekend in the country. As he passed his bookshelves he tweaked from the ranks the Wodehouse he hadn’t had time to read since his return. He threw it in. A packet of Fribourg & Treyer cigarettes followed. There would be boxes full of Turkish or Virginian available to guests on every gleaming table at the great house he was about to visit but he never liked to be seen helping himself. He paused and considered. Could it be interpreted as an insult to one’s host – taking one’s own supplies?

         The ludicrous question betrayed the level of his anxiety concerning this jaunt. He defiantly chucked in another packet. He followed it with a bag of mint humbugs.

         Glad to be distracted by a peremptory hoot from the river, he went to stand at the window, looking down on the restless surface of the Thames and listened while the bells of Chelsea Old Church struck the hour. Six o’clock. Cocktail time. His sister Lydia, a stickler for punctuality, would be getting back from her shopping expedition at any moment. Time to go down and help her with her bags. There would be bags! And the hand-operated mechanism of the lift he knew terrified her, though, independent girl that she was, she would never summon help. Joe started guiltily as he heard her upstairs already and letting herself into the flat.

         She called out a greeting and dropped a cascade of packages and hat boxes on to the sofa. Responding to Joe’s raised eyebrows, she said, ‘Just a few things. The rest are being delivered to Surrey.’ She kicked off her shoes and, cursing gently about the traffic in Sloane Street, came to join him at the window. Joe poured out a gin and tonic and handed it to her. They listened for a moment in companionable silence to the swash and rustle of a tugboat towing a flotilla of barges upstream into the glare of the westering sun.

         ‘I love this time of day,’ Joe said, sipping his dry sherry.

         His sister looked at him in disbelief. ‘Isn’t it time you found somewhere better than this? Tiny rooms you can only get up to in a dangerous, wheezing old lift? An attack of vertigo every time you look through the window? Lots Road power station on one side, smoky tugs going up and down the river all day – and night too, as far as I can see … Joe, you’re living in a coal hole!’

         ‘It suits me,’ Joe said defensively. ‘I like the river from this distance. Nobody knows where I am. I can get a bit of peace and quiet. And anyway, this place seems to suit you well enough too – handy for Harrods and always a spare room to be had when the sales are on. What more could a girl want?’
         

         ‘A little less of the bachelor austerity, is what.’ Lydia put down her glass and moved around the room switching on lamps and plumping up cushions. ‘Your Mrs Jago only cleans this place for you – you can’t expect her to add any decorative touches. Why don’t you let me … Ah! Getting ahead with your packing, I see?’ She made for the open suitcase. ‘I’ll help you.’

         Always a mistake to let an older sister help you with your packing.

         Joe reckoned that the damage had been done, the precedent set, when he was a boy and going off to school for the first time. At that moment of uncertainty he’d been grateful for a bossy girl counting handkerchiefs, refolding his shirts and confiscating his cache of marbles. Today the twenty-nine-year-old, six-foot commander at Scotland Yard that he had become resented the attention. He decided to do a bit of commanding.

         ‘Do leave off, Lydia. I’m only going away for a weekend in the country.’

         Lydia wasn’t listening. Up to the elbows stirring about amongst his things, she’d pounced on an alien element. ‘A Cerebos Salt tin? What’s this doing hiding amongst your dress shirts, Joe?’ She held it away from her and shook it. It rattled. Lydia stared at the familiar blue and white container with distaste. ‘What have you got in this rusty old thing? Not still smuggling marbles, are you? Or is this your stash of spare bullets for your big bad Browning?’

         Joe snatched it from her and twisted off the lid, revealing the innocent contents. ‘Toothbrush, paste, shaving things. Happy with that?’

         ‘No. Not a bit. Think, Joe! You’re off to stay at the country seat of an earl, trying to make a good impression on your elders and betters … what’s his lordship going to think? More to the point, what’s his footman going to think when he unpacks for you? You’ll be a laughing stock below stairs. I’ll pop out to Bond Street tomorrow, first thing, and get you a decent wash bag.’
         

         ‘You’ll do no such thing! I’ve always used a Cerebos Salt tin and I see no reason to stop.’

         ‘But it’s disgusting – it’s rusting away.’

         ‘What do you expect? It’s travelled across oceans and halfway round India. It made an appearance at a far grander establishment than Gratton Court.’

         ‘India? Oh, no! You’re telling me you took this insanitary object with you when you stayed with the Maharajah What’s his name?’

         ‘I did. A humble salt tin stood on a marble bathroom shelf in the Palace of Ranipur, batting for England amongst the crystal, the jade and the gold accessories, placed there – without comment – by the bearer who unpacked my things.’

         ‘I’m surprised someone didn’t remove it.’

         ‘Someone did. When I unpacked on my return to Simla I noted that my faithful old receptacle had been taken away and replaced … with a brand new Cerebos Salt tin! This very one.’

         Lydia chuckled. ‘Now that’s style.’

         ‘That’s Indian good manners – and humour,’ Joe agreed quietly. ‘Can’t tell you how glad I am to be home, but … I miss the laughter, Lyd. And the colour. In sober old London.’ He saw dismay dawning in her eyes and hurried to add: ‘But I’ve done with serious travelling for now. Got a career to relaunch!’

         A sudden understanding of the tin’s significance silenced her. Schoolboys, soldiers and now, apparently, strapping great police commanders – they all needed a reminder of home in strange or threatening situations. Lydia put it back in the suitcase. ‘You can always claim then that it was a gift from a maharajah – should anyone ask,’ she said comfortably. ‘But I suppose they must be used to eccentricities at Gratton Court – the old Prince of Wales was a constant guest there in the good old days.’ She gave a mock shudder. ‘Now I shouldn’t have liked to view the contents of his salt tin!’
         

         Joe responded to his sister’s unexpressed anxiety. ‘I’ll be fine, Lyd. Don’t worry about me. Big boy these days. And it’s not as though it’s an interview I’ve been called up for. There’s nothing much riding on this, you know. I’ve already got the job – had it for two years now. They just want to check I can drink my soup without slurping and get through dinner with a selection of rabid old fire-eaters without poking one in the eye with a fish knife. I shall keep smiling, tell a few tall stories, sing baritone in the after-dinner choruses round the grand piano and shoot a commendable but not showy number of birds.’

         ‘What are you using for guns?’

         ‘Pa’s old pair. I’ve sent them ahead. Respectable but nothing flashy. Now if we were going for real game, I could have impressed them with the Holland & Holland Royal I used in India. Sir George insisted on giving it to me. Not many charging buffalo offering themselves as targets on Exmoor, though.’

         ‘You used it in India? Joe, you don’t like shooting animals.’
         

         ‘True. But the animals in question were tiger. Man-eaters both. With hundreds of deaths on their rap sheets!’

         ‘Both?’

         ‘I shot two of them, in as many minutes. One male, one female. They were hunting as a pair.’

         Lydia laughed. ‘You’re having me on. Sounds like the beginning of a good yarn, though, for when the port starts to circulate.’

         ‘Oh, if I were vandal enough, I could carve two grooves on the glossy French walnut stock of the Royal. It saved my life. But I prefer to carry my grooves concealed.’ With a sister-baiting grin of mischief, Joe pushed up his right sleeve to show her two raking claw marks, well healed by now. He enjoyed her squeal of horror. ‘I had the luck to be treated by an English doctor who’d studied ancient Indian medicine. Lord only knows what he poured into the wound but it worked a treat. Wounds can go rotten faster in India than they did in Flanders.’

         Lydia shuddered. ‘Well, watch your back, little brother. I’ve sneaked a look at the guest list you’ve popped behind the clock on the mantelpiece. Impressive and surprising. Something’s brewing. And I think I can guess what – I read the papers! And I get Marcus to repeat the political gossip he comes by at his club. He can’t always make sense of it but he’s worth hearing. England’s not been standing still while you’ve been living it up in India, you know – it’s started rolling downhill. Joe, the men you’re meeting are not only running the country – they’re a ruthless, manipulative bunch.’

         ‘Oo, er … I shall think of them as the Gratton Gang.’

         Lydia was not to be diverted. ‘These men aren’t going to be the slightest bit interested in your table manners and your small talk. In fact, I do rather wonder what exactly they might be wanting from a minnow like you.’

         She squashed the suggestions he was about to make. ‘Well, you’re getting a reputation for defusing a crisis, Marcus says. “Defusing” – in my dictionary that spells danger. Don’t let these grandees use you for a cat’s paw while they skulk in safety behind the barricades, Joe. You know what you’re like for leading the charge.’

         Sensing a sisterly assessment of his character about to be fired in his direction, Joe employed a diversionary tactic. ‘Lyd, why don’t you open up one of those boxes – you know you’re dying to. Pop on one of your new hats and I’ll take you out to dinner.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Scotland Yard 
         

          

         In his office on the third floor, Joe was putting the finishing touches to a frantic hour of desk work before leaving to catch his train to the west country. He picked up a fountain pen and signed the six letters remaining on his desk. The signature was in black ink, and unaccompanied by any flourish. He gathered the typed pages together into a neat pile, replaced them in a folder and ran a satisfied eye over the shining and – at last – clear surface of his desk.

         He rang for his secretary.

         ‘Ah, Miss Jameson. All done. It just remains for me to apologize for the last-minute bustle, thank you for your stalwart assistance and say – I’ll see you again on Tuesday.’

         ‘Not quite all done, sir. You’d forgotten this. The latest assassination attempt.’
         

         With an arch smile, she placed a file in front of him. ‘They’ve just sent it up. It’s the one you requested from Special Branch. I had to ask for it three times … they would keep trying to tell me it wasn’t for our eyes.’ Miss Jameson raised elegant brows to convey her disbelief at such lack of respect. ‘I have to say, Commander, I don’t much care to do business with those gentlemen.’ Her voice frosted the word lightly with distaste. ‘They are not the most congenial of people to deal with.’
         

         ‘I rather think that’s the whole point of them,’ Sandilands said drily. ‘Thugs – I quite agree. Upper-class thugs, but thugs all the same. And a law unto themselves, they’d like us to believe. So very well done to have wrung it out of them.’ He opened the file and began to flip through the pages, frowning, instantly absorbed by what he read.

         ‘I had to threaten to go down there and fetch it myself,’ she persisted.

         Joe sensed that he hadn’t sufficiently acknowledged her tenacity. He looked up and gave her a questioning smile. ‘Down there, Miss Jameson? Bold of you to plan a frontal assault! You’re not meant to know the location of their HQ.’

         ‘Oh, sir! Everyone knows they’re holed up in that little wooden hut on the island in St James’s Park. Duck Island, I believe they call it. It’s just beyond Horse Guards – a minute or two away. I’d have gained access if I’d had to swim across their moat!’

         He believed her.

         For a moment he savoured the vision of Miss Jameson arising from the water, clad in white samite, mystic, wonderful – and crowned in duck weed – ready to challenge the doughty lads of the anti-terrorist squad and he smiled. He glanced across at the confident woman who thought nothing of taking on, single-handed, the Special Irish Branch. Should he tell her that her target had relocated some years ago? That ‘the Branch’ had moved into Whitehall and were even now beavering away not so very far from where she sat at her typewriter? No. She was happy with the folk story. And the élite squad were fanatical about preserving their anonymity. An anonymity that, in his recently acquired covert role at the Met, the commander was honour-bound to respect.

         ‘Just keep an eye on them for us, will you, Sandilands?’ He’d been briefed almost as an afterthought by a superior. And he’d realized, with a sinking heart, that he’d been handed a poisoned chalice. In addition to the CID role that went with his job, he’d been landed, since his return, with an ill-defined responsibility for this other clandestine and self-reliant branch of the British police force. Deliberately ill defined? Joe suspected as much.

         ‘They won’t give you the runaround, young man! Still full of beans and raring to go, I observe.’ This compliment, from a survivor of the Boer War with yellowing moustache and matching teeth, was never likely to turn Joe’s head. ‘Try to understand them,’ the advice flowed on, ‘with your background of skulduggery that shouldn’t be too hard. Takes one to handle one, eh, what? Make it your business to find out what these boys are up to. They’re on our side, of course – and we thank God for that mercy! – but an occasional reminder that they report ultimately to the Police Commissioner at the Yard mightn’t come amiss. They will try to ignore that.’
         

         Sandilands had shrugged and smiled his acquiescence. His sister was right – he was never able to turn down a challenge. With the reins of the CID in one hand and the Branch in the other, however, he’d found himself in charge of a spirited and ill-matched pair. Steady hands, though. So far he’d avoided landing arsy-tarsy in the ditch. But his secretary would have been disturbed to know of the chain of command that ran from the political branch down below right up to his own desk. Chain? Thread would be more accurate, Sandilands thought. A fragile thread he’d already had to put a knot in twice since his appointment.

         He rewarded his secretary with the response she best appreciated: a grin and ‘Attaboy, Jameson!’

         A mistake.

         Under cover of his approval, she was encouraged to slide in a supplementary question or two. ‘The latest attack in the West End, I take it? That’s what this is all about?’ She pointed to the file. ‘The shooting? Poor General Lansing. He’s a very old friend of Daddy’s. I do hope he wasn’t badly hurt?’

         ‘Lansing? No. Hide as tough as a cavalryman’s derrière. Er … bullets bounce off him, I should say.’

         Four years of war, followed by three of intensive training for the Metropolitan Police and a further year on secondment to the Calcutta Police, had left Joe accustomed to an exclusively male working environment. He didn’t always manage to tailor his language for a female audience. Amalthea Jameson graciously affected not to notice his lapses.

         The announcement that he was to be granted, on taking up his post again after his return from India, the services of a full-time personal secretary had been surprising. The two other officers of his rank, uniformed and in the later years of their service, were accorded no such privilege. Even more surprising was the failure of these fellow officers to take offence at the blatant preferment of the young upstart. A knowing smirk and a pitying shake of the head spoke volumes to Joe. They didn’t envy him.

         ‘I visited the general yesterday in St George’s. He’s doing well,’ he offered in reassurance.

         ‘I’m glad to hear it. I’ve been following events in the press. With no file available in our office, one gets one’s information where one may …’ She gave an apologetic smile, but her eyes accused him of secrecy.

         ‘Depressing stuff, Jameson, in the papers, and usually exaggerated. Believe them and you’d be running into a Russian Bolshevik or a Latvian anarchist round every corner. You’d never venture out,’ he reassured her lightly.

         ‘But that’s three attempted murders now in as many days, I gather. Three attacks on three military gentlemen,’ she persisted. ‘And each with – I wonder if it had occurred to you, sir? – a different modus operandi. Puzzling, that. Don’t you agree? The first, I understand, was no more than an assault with a blunt instrument – a cosh? – the second with a knife and this last with a pistol. And all unsuccessful!’ She gave a scoffing laugh. ‘How much practice can a self-respecting perpetrator need? What a bungler is at work, one might conclude.’
         

         ‘Not, perhaps, if a fourth attempt were to come off tomorrow, Miss Jameson. Even I can detect a certain escalation in the level of violence used. And the one vital feature the victims have in common. But thank you for your observation.’

         His reprimands usually bounced off the shield of her smiling compliance but on this occasion she did not hurry to agree with him. In a tone which signalled sorrow rather than anger she said simply: ‘They’re here, aren’t they? Here with their bombs and their bullets. Spreading terror among us.’

         ‘There were over one hundred reported violent incidents in the Metropolitan area over the last week, Miss Jameson. Three of the victims happen to be known to you personally and you draw a dramatic conclusion from this slight evidence.’ He paused for a second before admitting: ‘But I have to say, I happen to agree with you. The editors of our daily newspapers don’t share your social connections and inside knowledge and they haven’t yet put two and two together. I’d … we’d … prefer that they didn’t. Keep it under your hat, will you? With the present undermanning in the force, I doubt we could contain the effects of an anti-Irish backlash tearing through London. Open warfare on the streets? It’s not inconceivable.’

         She nodded. ‘Understood, sir. I’ll put this into your in-tray to await your return.’ She made to scoop the file on his desk.

         ‘No, I’ll keep it. I note they’ve only entrusted us with the flimsies.’

         ‘Third copies I’d say, sir. A calculated insult. But I can make them out. Would you like me to …?’

         ‘Thank you, Jameson, I’ll manage.’ He peered at the faint blue letters. ‘There’s nothing here I can’t take away to work on. I’ll slip it into my briefcase to read on the train. I like to have something to set the pulses racing when I’m travelling.’

         ‘Not taking your diary along for the journey, then, sir?’

         It was a moment before he realized his secretary had attempted a joke.

         ‘I’m no Oscar Wilde, Miss Jameson,’ he said repressively. ‘However, if I were compelled to review the passage of my life between here and Devon, I would agree with Oscar that “each day is like a year. A year whose days are long”.’

         He hoped he’d not been too squashing.

         ‘And the nights? Each one an eternity …’ She lowered her gaze to her immaculate calfskin shoes, sighed, and shook her head gently, hinting at some deep sorrow.

         ‘Ah! Insomniac are you? It’s these hot nights … we all suffer. I may have the answer for your condition. Wincarnis, Jameson! The Mysterious Restorative. I recommend a slug before retiring. Ten thousand doctors and my mother swear by it, and my mother’s never wrong.’ He glanced at his wristwatch and, alarmed by what he saw, shot to his feet.

         ‘The Cornish Riviera Express leaves at ten thirty. Do be sure to take one of the slip carriages for Taunton, won’t you? No need to worry – you have a good forty minutes, sir.’ The voice, quite unabashed, dripped honeyed reassurance. It had the irrational effect of irritating the commander beyond reason. ‘I hope you don’t mind, sir, but anticipating that you’d be running late I took the liberty of ordering up a squad car and driver for you. You’ll find it sitting panting down below on the Embankment.’

         Joe did mind. He toyed with the notion of making use of the dreaded word ‘austerity’ and wagging a reproving finger at her, but he hadn’t the time. He let the moment pass and here she was, smoothing down the already smooth chignon at the nape of her neck and dimpling.

         ‘Ten minutes to Paddington as long as you’re not held up in Park Lane … you’ll have time for a cup of tea. You have your ticket, sir? Clean handkerchief?’

         Joe suppressed a schoolboy urge to present his freshly washed hands, front and back, and bare his faultless teeth in a ritual snarl for Matron’s nightly inspection. A spurt of mischief pushed him to pat his inside wallet pocket in a theatrical manner. Impervious to teasing, she tilted her head in acknowledgement of his gesture and nodded her approval. The woman was turning herself into his nanny.

         If your taste inclined to the statuesque – and Joe’s did – Amalthea Jameson was undeniably attractive. She was a tall, well-shaped blonde from a good military family, a product of Cheltenham Ladies’ College and Oxford. She had had her training with a recently retired deputy commissioner and was eagerly sought after by his colleagues. Sandilands had to agree with them that he was an ungrateful bastard who didn’t deserve her. Sly approaches suggesting her transfer to the department of a more appreciative boss had been made to him. Quite out of order, he thought. Miss Jameson was not a commodity to be traded, and as she seemed happy – suspiciously happy – to serve the office of commander in spite of the apparent demotion, there was little he could do but grind his teeth and try to appreciate her undoubted qualities.

         Ah, well … perhaps she would find some poor soul, marry him and leave? And then he could put in for a male secretary who wouldn’t sigh in his ear and concern himself with the state of his handkerchief. Trivialities! Joe reproved himself for being distracted by them. Time he followed his guns to the country.

         He was under no illusion as to the style of entertainment on offer: an all-male gathering, the other guests being stars from the government and the military. A general flown in from Ireland, an admiral snatched from his battlecruiser, the flamboyant head of the Secret Service lured from the Savoy Grill and a press baron: all these featured on the list Commissioner Horwood had himself written out for him in pencil. It had concluded with the name of the head of the diplomatic service. And perhaps this outspoken mob would be needing the active services of a diplomatist before the weekend was out. The presence of Max Beaverbrook, leader of what he himself called ‘the Press Gang’, promised to be somewhat inflammatory when another name on the list was that of Winston Churchill, the man he had seriously annoyed with his articles in the Daily Express.
         

         Joe expected a clash of antlers at worst, point-scoring at best. They’d been promised a soothing after-dinner performance from the exiled Russian bass, Chaliapin, accompanied by Rubinstein on the piano and, according to the pencilled note, a soprano called Olga?/Vera? would be released from Covent Garden to put in an appearance on the second night. Nothing but the best on offer for the Gratton Gang, evidently. But his sharp sister had it right, Joe reckoned. ‘Minnow’ had been a little derogatory, perhaps, but all the same … he did wonder what on earth a not-very-exalted policeman could be expected to contribute to the occasion.
         

         He would have been glad of the reassuring presence of his mentor and friend, Sir George Jardine, at his side. It had been some time, in the turbulence of Calcutta, before Joe realized that the deceptively suave governor of Bengal was the eyes and ears of his Britannic majesty in India, the éminence grise behind the viceroy. The man who oiled the wheels of empire. But he was by no means a sinister presence in company. Whenever the affable and approachable Sir George entered a room, the mood lightened, the chatter speeded up and laughter broke out. And George had been quick to see, in the new Scotland Yard detective seconded to his police force, a sociable and clever young aide. Together, the two of them, with mutual understanding, made up a tongue-in-cheek charm department that eased the social levers. Joe sighed and comforted himself with the thought that at least the Commissioner, as his present boss, might possibly be in his corner.
         

         A working weekend and Sandilands, if anyone noticed him, would be on trial of some sort. The Commissioner had said as much in his forthright, old soldier’s way: ‘Don’t be shy, Sandilands. Sing for your supper. I’m sorry I can’t promise any young ladies for you to fascinate but at least you’ll be able to concentrate on the matters in hand.’ The ironic gleam in the brigadier’s eye told Joe that unofficial reports of his encounters in India had followed him home. ‘We’ll see what your year’s apprenticeship with George Jardine has done for you,’ the brigadier chuntered on. ‘I hear very good things from my old friend. He rather curses me for enticing you back to London. He had expectations that you might be persuaded to stay on in India and train up in the dark arts of … er … dynamic diplomacy. Would that adequately convey the flavour of the strong-arm shenanigans and double-dealing you and George go in for? Help him keep the Raj on the rails is what he meant.’

         Joe had politely disclaimed any talent for diplomacy, dynamic or otherwise.

         ‘Well, you turned down what could have been a spectacular career, young man. I’m sure you had your reasons.’

         By his silence and downcast eyes, Joe indicated that he was unwilling to share them and the brigadier hurried on: ‘Still – you survived a year with George. Takes some doing! It must have left you supremely placed to undertake the very particular demands we’re about to make on you. You thought India was a serpents’ nest of intrigue and violence? Just wait until you get your briefing on the capital. Some silly oafs tried to bomb Westminster while you were away pig-sticking and sinking the chota-pegs. And they were a whisker away from blowing up Scotland Yard. And now we’re getting these attacks on military gents. In broad daylight and on the street! Work to be done, my boy! And not much time.’

         Joe was uncomfortably aware that he could be absenting himself from London at an inconvenient moment. He’d calculated that on these last long days of a long hot summer the regular villains would be cooling their toes in the sea at Southend, but the tug of war between his impatience to be off and his feelings of guilt at a fancied dereliction of duty was making him uneasy. No one would blame him. The Special Branch wouldn’t even notice his absence. And the CID superintendents he’d be leaving in charge would heave a sigh of relief. The granite features of that Yorkshireman he was beginning to trust … Superintendent Hopkirk … loomed into his mind. Yes – Joe was both annoyed and reassured by the thought – Hopkirk and his team of inspectors would be glad to be getting him off their backs for a bit.

         On a whim, against all protocol, he’d nipped into the inspectors’ room without being announced the other day. Just to keep them on the hop and remind them of who he was. He’d remembered and put a name to most of the faces through the thick fug of cigarette smoke, faces that glowered back at him with suspicion. The resentment hadn’t lasted longer than the few seconds it had taken him to dive with his usual military authority straight into a discussion.

         The moment had been a good one – the men appeared to have been sunk, not in the usual seditious talk, but in a serious discussion of police business when he burst in, and they hadn’t felt caught on the back foot. The impromptu meeting ended with good-humoured quips on both sides. He’d felt easy enough in their company to announce that he might be off the scene for a few days and to demand reassurances that they wouldn’t go about the place getting into trouble while he was away. He’d been pleased to provoke the traditional response delivered with ponderous irony: ‘Won’t do anything you wouldn’t do, sir – you can bet on that much!’
         

         Predictable but, at least – less stiff … more accepting.

         And yet the relief at his news, though silent, was perceptible. He harried the troops. He knew that. He had no intention of letting up.

         And now – decision time: to go or to make his apologies? He toyed for a moment with the notion that he had a choice in the matter and tried out one or two of the dozen convincing excuses available to him. He selected one. Correctly reading his uncertainty, Miss Jameson sighed in understanding.

         It was the sigh that triggered his decision. The undemanding open moorland beckoned. And, after all, he wasn’t going quite to the ends of the earth. Hopkirk could always send a telegram to summon him back if anything blew up. Oh, Lord! There was a thought that could have been better expressed. He grimaced.
         

         The company gathering for the weekend party promised to be intimidating but they might well be congenial – if the birds were flying well and the right mood was struck. Joe enjoyed shooting and lively conversation. And the food at the grand house would be good; he thought he could count on that. There would be wine – perhaps with a bit of luck tankards of foaming Exmoor ale would accompany Cook’s game pie?

         Joe grabbed the old army trenchcoat he kept by him winter and summer from the branched hatstand by the door and threw it over his arm; he tweaked his bowler hat from the topmost twig. The daily reminder of his slavery to the city, the hat was a hated object and, in a gesture of defiance, decision and mischief, he lobbed it across the room at Miss Jameson.

         She caught it in flight with the swift reaction of a lacrosse player and clutched it dramatically to her bosom: a lady accepting her knight’s gage of honour. The size seven and a half bowler was barely equal to the task of encircling her left breast, he noted, and looked away, disturbed by the image. It was his guess that she would take the opportunity of having the wretched headgear cleaned and re-blocked during his absence. Well, let her get on with it. He’d decided to replace it with a soft stalker’s hat from the gents’ outfitters in Taunton High Street.

         It usually poured with rain when he was in Devon but the promise of being back in the country, at peace under a dripping tweed brim, the scent of wet earth and heather filling his nostrils, made him quiver with anticipation. He was eager for the undemanding company of two or three tail-wagging, slobbering spaniels at his heels. In imagination he scratched their throats, turning his head this way and that to avoid their blasts of pungent breath. With a jaunty wave he dashed off to clatter down the stairs and out to the waiting motor car.

         A day or two of freedom and comradeship on the moors stretched before him, walking, riding and tracking wild creatures instead of predatory humans. And no Miss Jameson! Bliss!
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