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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




   




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the

  emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




   




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of

  second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have

  been out of print for decades.




   




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally

  ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  The action of this novel takes place against a general background of historical events in the 1870s. These culminated in the ‘Trial of the Detectives’ at the Central

  Criminal Court and the creation of the CID, the first appointment of a Director of Public Prosecution and the passing of the Bills of Exchange Act (1882).




  







  He is borne away who bears away:




  And the killer has all to pay.




  Robert Browning, The Agamemnon of Aeschylus




  (1877)
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  Chapter One




  Inspector Swain and the Greek Key




  1




  Petrides, ‘The Wolf of the Argoloid’, as his people now called him, sat expressionless on the grey wooden gun-carriage with his two escorts. A length of chain

  connected his ankles, and his wrists were strapped behind his back. Four of the soldiers with an officer in command had taken him from his cell at daybreak. Now he listened with half his attention

  to the first lines of his own burial service. Fiercely moustached and with his hair bound in a kerchief, Petrides glanced once at the sergeant beside him. There would be no escape. On every side of

  him the early light rippled in a quicksilver glimmering on the massed blades of the fixed bayonets and the officers’ drawn swords.




  The gun-carriage, drawn by a team of four greys with riders on the left-hand horse of each pair, rattled between two long ranks of grey-uniformed infantry with long bayonets on their rifles,

  scarlet scabbard-tabs at the rear of their black belts. A few yards ahead of Petrides, a plain cart bumped over the stones. It carried an open oblong box, painted white, matching the condemned

  man’s height. The murderer’s coffin was to stand beside him as he died, a warning to any of his followers or admirers behind the shuttered windows.




  The procession was in the square of the town by this time, red-tiled domes of the old mosque rising at one end and the arcading of a Venetian warehouse at the other. As Petrides looked round

  him, the white and caramel wash of the houses warmed to the yellow dawn sunlight, their shutters bare of paint as if it had been scrubbed from them. He glanced up at the windows on either side,

  trying to make out if the thin pale Englishman had come to see him die.




  The bearded priest, in his tall Orthodox hat and black robe, walked on beside the gun-carriage, intoning the liturgy of the dead. Petrides again assured himself that he had no wish to die

  – would have leapt at the least chance of escape. If he must die, then he would show them how the thing should be done. He would be the Wolf of the Argoloid, the robber of Agamemnon’s

  gold. If they believed that, he might still conceal the truth from them. It was easier to die when there was something to accomplish. On the previous day, as he was told, a cut-throat, Teodoro, had

  wept as the gun-carriage bore him across the square, had knelt with clasped hands and pleaded at the firing-post for the sake of his wife and children. It did no good. They raised him up, bound

  him, and shot him as he sobbed. Anything was better than that. Petrides was not an educated man. He understood, of course, that he was to die for murdering his master. Or perhaps he was to die

  because the signore’s death had angered the powerful queen of England in her far-off island. And, of course, he was to die so that someone whom he treasured more than himself should live. He

  cleared his throat, turned his head, and spat in the slow footsteps of the priest.




  The gun-carriage stopped and they helped him down. He was to be shot with his back to the warehouse and his face to the rising sun. The sun was above the hill now, over the long crenellated

  ridge of the high Venetian fortress of the Palamidi. Petrides looked down either side of the long square towards the abandoned mosque to see if the Englishman had come after all. Now that time was

  so short, it mattered more to him that the Englishman should hear what he had to say than whether he died on this day or the next.




  A wooden screen, left in place since the execution of Teodoro on the previous morning, stood behind the firing-post. It was about six feet high and ten feet long, made of thick deck-planking,

  pitted and splintered in a dozen places by bullets, splashed here and there by dark spots of dried blood. Petrides let them fasten his wrists to the post behind him and tighten two straps round his

  waist and ankles. When they tried to put a blindfold over his eyes, he shook his head impatiently. How should he see the Englishman if he was blindfolded? The officer made a sign and the soldier

  put the cloth away.




  The priest approached the condemned bandit and applied a moist touch to his forehead. Petrides smelt fish on the old man’s breath and shook his head again, dismissing him. Almost all the

  shutters had been closed at the windows of the square but Petrides was not such a fool as to suppose the windows were unoccupied. There were eyes at every chink and crevice, some of them his

  friends. But half a regiment of the King’s army still stood with rifles and bayonets between him and any hope of rescue. The Englishman. Petrides spoke little of the language. His murdered

  master had always used Italian to him when orders were necessary, even in England. Now Petrides felt the injustice of dying for a man who, in his own way, was as depraved as the murderer.




  An officer in blue with his French pill-box hat was standing in front of him now, reading from a paper to the effect that he had been tried and condemned in the King’s name for the crimes

  of robbery and murder. The reading ended. The officer pinned a pocket-sized square of white cloth to the breast of Petrides’ tunic, just above the heart.




  The morning was still and calm in the seconds before the first order was given to the riflemen. The woman was sobbing and he avoided looking in her direction. The chief of police and the Prefect

  of Nauplia were standing with the commander of the troops but without their English guest. Petrides knew he would have to call out. He had not wanted to do that, knowing that some of the swine who

  came to watch him die would think he was crying like an animal for mercy of some kind. ‘May your women all be unfaithful and infect you with a shameful disease,’ he said to the

  onlookers under his breath. Faster and faster he scanned the closed shutters of the square.




  ‘Mis-ter Swa-in!’




  It was a wild cry but he saw a shutter move. Of course, it was the house of the English Consul, half-way down one side of the square. Petrides strained for a glimpse of the fair thin-faced man

  with the look of an intelligent horse.




  ‘Mister Swain!’




  The shutter moved a little more. At the officer’s command, the dozen riflemen had lifted their weapons to their shoulders. Petrides, who should have been mesmerized by terror of the twelve

  black muzzles, gaping like dark iron wounds, looked past them and above them. For the first and only time, he was free to tell the Englishman what the interference of his interrogators had made

  impossible before.




  ‘Iphigenia, Mr Swain . . .! Iph-i-gen-ia . . .! Find her! In her lies the truth . . .! She is the weapon of your enemies that will destroy you . . .’




  The cobbled square echoed to a ragged crash of detonations. A torn veil of smoke drifted on the cool morning air. Petrides slid in a crumpled genuflection down the firing-post. As the detail

  grounded arms, the captain in his dark blue uniform stepped forward with a pistol drawn. He almost touched it to the nape of the crumpled figure, then drew back. A coup de grâce was

  unnecessary. The squad of riflemen had been well chosen. All life was extinct in the shattered breast of the Wolf of the Argoloid.




  The screams of a woman scarcely more than a shape huddled in black by the body burst from the wails with which she had awaited the death of Petrides. The onlookers stared at her as a stranger,

  knowing her only as the woman who is always present on such occasions, the wife, the mistress, the mother . . . They paused a moment to watch her weep and then began to walk away into the little

  streets on either side. At the first-floor window, John Munro, Her Britannic Majesty’s Consul in the port of Nauplia, drew the shutter closed and fastened it. He was a substantially built

  man, a subaltern grown old without promotion, showing a fresh complexion, tarnished fair hair and a carefully waxed moustache. When his companion made no movement, standing at the shutter but no

  longer seeing what was beyond it, Munro crossed the room to a marble-topped sideboard.




  ‘It can’t be, Mr Swain. It can’t be the first time you’ve ever seen a man put to death. Not in your occupation.’




  ‘Once or twice before,’ Alfred Swain said dully, still staring at the closed shutter.




  ‘Once or twice!’ Muiko laughed as the spirit splashed into a glass. ‘When I was a young fellow, we used to make up parties to see them do the rope-dance bright and early on a

  Monday morning outside Newgate Gaol. In public in those days. All done away with now, of course. They do it in the prison grounds nowadays. Here. Drink this down. You look as though you could do

  with it.’ Swain said nothing but Munro jollied him along. ‘Greeks shoot well, you know. Mind you, they use our rifles. Snider back-loaders with that extra couple of inches of barrel

  beyond the stock. Deadly accurate. Good thing the Prefect got his way. Determined to do the thing in public as a lesson to the rest of that rabble. Encourager les autres and so

  on.’




  Inspector Swain took his glass from the consul, without turning from the shutter and without drinking.




  ‘What did he mean? Iphigenia? Why find her? Who is she?’




  Munro swallowed his brandy and laughed. ‘Who knows and who cares? His woman probably. Or some nonsense or other. One thing sure. That rogue Petrides can’t tell you any more. By God,

  he died game, though. Didn’t he? Not like yesterday’s namby-pamby.’ Munro’s tone suggested that he might clap the policeman on the back for encouragement.




  ‘Yes,’ Swain said, turning from the shutter but ignoring his glass. ‘And men who die game generally do it for a reason. Everything happens for a reason. When a man’s come

  to his last gasp and he’s going to have even that blasted from him in a second, he doesn’t waste it on nonsense – damned or otherwise. And I doubt somehow that he ever had a woman

  called Iphigenia.’




  Munro let out a long, tolerant breath, smiled and gestured at the glass in his companion’s hand. ‘Get that down, old fellow, and you’ll feel better for it. It’s the

  shock, even when you’re prepared for the scoundrel’s death. Bound to be. Takes getting used to.’




  Swain crossed the room and put his glass down, untasted, on the sideboard. The tall thin figure, neatly but plainly suited, turned its intelligent equine profile and gentle eyes on the consul. A

  good many men and a few women had miscalculated what lay behind the gentleness of that glance.




  ‘I’ve seen men die, Mr Munro,’ he said quietly, ‘I’ve seen the bodies of men, and women, and even children, after they’ve died in ways far worse than this.

  I’m used to it, thank you, so far as a man can ever be. I won’t waste your brandy. I’ve never found much help from it on these occasions. Poetry sometimes, remembering lines of

  it. And verses from the Bible. Great things that have been said. Sometimes they make it better. Not always.’




  ‘Poetry?’ Munro’s florid cheeks seemed to expand a little at the unfathomable idea. ‘School-book lessons? Draw it mild, old fellow!’




  ‘I generally do,’ Swain said, unconcerned.




  The consul crossed to the window. This time, he unfastened the slide-bolt of the shutters and pushed them wide, flooding the room with warm light from the April sun. His tone lost its

  clubman’s affability and he took no pains to disguise the fact that Swain had begun to bore him.




  ‘I don’t suppose I can do much more for you, then. The Marchioness of Lorne should berth three days from now, out of Alexandria, bound for Gravesend. I’ve arranged for

  you to collect the body of the victim. John Posthumous Lerici – bastard son of Lord Byron, if you believe such rot – was taken to the custom house last night. The town surgeon bandaged

  him top to toe, like an Egyptian mummy, two days after he was killed. He was lowered into his cask of rum and nailed down. When old Bonaparte’s nephew was killed in the fighting here, they

  kept him for two years like that before they sent him back to France. By the time you get Lerici home, he should be well pickled. Where’s he being buried, by the way?’




  ‘In his own grounds in Sussex,’ Swain said, ‘at Mondragon, the house he built on Folly Ridge outside Brighton.’




  Munro nodded. ‘The town surgeon’s advice is to coffin him as he is. Don’t unbandage him. There’s been a full identification and inquest here, in my presence as British

  consul. The Marchioness of Lorne is an old tub with more rust than water in her boilers. Been trading to the Levant ever since I can recall. You won’t see England for three weeks. So

  keep Lerici nailed down. What he’ll look like when you get him back is anyone’s guess. Anything else for you to do, is there?’




  ‘I must make two reports,’ Swain said thoughtfully. ‘One for the family lawyer, Mr Abrahams of King’s Bench Walk, and one for the Metropolitan Police – or rather

  for the Metropolitan Police to forward to the Foreign Office. I shall need to see the place where he died. There hasn’t been time yet.’




  ‘Chuck it,’ Munro said.




  Swain held the Consul’s gaze. ‘Why?’




  Munro picked up a paper and looked at it, as if to avoid Swain’s eyes while he spoke. ‘Don’t be a fool, man. Petrides killed him and he’s died for it. But Lerici was as

  big a scoundrel as Petrides in his way. That’s why he employed the fellow. Petrides killed Lerici out at Mykenos, the devil knows why. Out at the site. The police here think it was in a

  quarrel about gold ornaments which Lerici had stolen from the tombs out there. Or, rather, he bribed some of the workmen to steal them. The villain Petrides wanted his share and that’s all

  about that. There’s nothing to see there but bushes and rocks. And, of course, Herr Schliemann with his eternal excavations. Where’s the use?’




  ‘I’ll tell you when I’ve been there,’ Swain said with gentle stubbornness. ‘I don’t understand why everyone tries to stop me going. You don’t want me to

  go. I asked the Commandant yesterday. It seems that the Greeks don’t want me to go. Why?’




  Munro sat down in an armchair and shook his head. ‘I dare say they don’t want you wandering off the beaten track,’ he said with a shrug. ‘Those hills are full of Petrides

  and his kind. There’s nothing out there for you. Nothing but Herr Schliemann – and he’s drier than the dust itself. Avoid him if you can. The place is a heap of stones, nothing

  more. You won’t discover anything there.’




  ‘Perhaps,’ Swain said, ‘but I can’t help feeling that Petrides would make a poor bandit. I don’t mind the journey and I’ve never before found it a waste of

  time to visit the scene of a murder. As for Herr Schliemann, I’ve read something of his work. I should like to meet him. How do I get there?’




  Munro put down the paper and stood up. ‘If you must go, there’s a narrow-gauge railway up to Argos. A train first thing in the morning. After Argos, there’s a halt at Mykenos

  – what you call Mycenae. Then you walk about three miles into the hills on a rough track. Don’t bother.’




  ‘I’d like to bother,’ Swain said reassuringly.




  The Consul shrugged and gave him up. ‘I wouldn’t put too much on it, if I were you,’ he said again. ‘Just because a fellow shouts out nonsense the minute before they

  shoot him.’




  ‘No,’ Swain said noncommittally, ‘I suppose not.’




  ‘Look,’ Munro said, ‘I don’t mean to be personal.’




  ‘I don’t think I should mind if you were.’




  ‘You haven’t been abroad before, they tell me. A man behaves differently abroad. This isn’t England. Less formal. More easygoing.’




  ‘Ah!’ Swain appeared to see the point at last. ‘You think I should drink brandy at dawn and have a few of the local women?’




  ‘No!’ Munro spoke as if something had stung him through his clothes. ‘I mean that a man is more easily taken here for a prig.’




  ‘Thank you,’ Swain said kindly, ‘I’m sure you’re right. I’ll try to remember that.’




  The spectators had gone and the square was deserted. He crossed it with the sun already hot on his back. There was a little street leading from the square to the quayside, an alleyway overhung

  by cascades of yellow jasmine and mauve wistaria. The houses, washed in yellow and pink, were the homes of a merchant class near the port. He came out again into full sunlight. The water that

  slapped along the quay was calm as an inland lake. Across the few miles of the Gulf of Argos the sunlight patterned the mountain slopes of Arcadia with veined snowfields round their peaks and the

  deep shadow of long descending valleys. Swain chose a table at the Hotel Mycenae and waited for his coffee.




  Consul Munro had been correctly informed, of course. A mission on behalf of the Lerici family was the first time that Alfred Swain had left England. A railway ticket, ‘To Brighton and Back

  for Three-and-Six’, a fish dinner, and a stroll on the Marine Parade had been his nearest approach to continental travel. But the new world of the Peloponnese, its unremitting sun, bright

  colours, and strange chatter, left him undaunted. It seemed as unreal to him as a theatrical set he had once seen for The Corsican Brothers at the Britannia Theatre in Hoxton. Yet he felt

  no worse than a boy thrown in a river for the first time and finding he could swim after all. There was nothing to it.




  The scrap of paper which he took from his notecase and unfolded had been cut from the obituary column of the Literary Monitor, a day or two before leaving England. He read it through

  again.




  

    

      LERICI, John Posthumous. News of the violent death of this man of letters at the hand of his Greek servant must deprive the literary world of one of its most curious

      figures. If John Posthumous Lerici means little to the rising generation, it is because he belonged to that of the earlier Romantics, as much in the scandals as in the attainments of his life.

      If his constant claim is to be believed, both his existence and his middle name were the gift of Lord Byron. The late gentleman had always claimed to be the posthumous son of the great poet by

      Giovanna Lerici, the daughter of a Venetian notary. Lord Byron’s liaison with this lady must, then, have occupied him in the days immediately before he sailed from Italy or Zante to

      assist Greece in throwing off the yoke of Turkish dominion. Unhappily, by the time that Signorina Lerici was brought to bed of the boy, the lamented author of CHILDE HAROLD and DON JUAN had

      already paid his tribute to mortality at Missolonghi for the freedom of his adopted country.


    


  




  Swain sipped his coffee, stared across the placid gulf to the snow-tipped peaks and turned the paper over.




  

    

      Certain it is that Mr Lerici counted Captain Edward Trelawny, companion of Byron and Shelley in their last days in Italy, among his supporters in his claim. Certain it is,

      too, that the fortune upon which he subsisted in England was the inheritance from his Venetian grandfather.




      The world knows what became of that inheritance. Mr Lerici was renowned as hermit and voluptuary, in a manner peculiar to that age of romance. His Gothic extravagance, the house of

      Mondragon, gave the name ‘Folly Ridge’ to its location and stands yet as his monument. There he was attended by an entourage of dwarfs and mutes, catamites and ladies not of the

      nicest kind. There, among the richness of his furnishings, his paintings, manuscripts, and books, such revels were held as added by rumour the titles of orgie and even murder. (Let us say here

      that we ourselves were courteously received by Mr Lerici several years since and found an amiable gentleman with the twinkle of a joker, rather than a diabolist or a necromancer.)




      Now that he is gone, who cannot grieve at so much talent foolishly misapplied? Here was a man who might have added nobly to the literature of Romanticism, perhaps in the manner of Edgar Poe

      or Miss Brontë. But see the result! A volume of poems in 1860, SOULS OF THE DAMNED, is best passed over in Dryden’s line as ‘Scenes of lewd loves and of polluted joys’.

      It was a young man’s wilful assault upon the drawing-rooms and deaneries of England, written in Italy while Mr Lerici was living near the Campo Santo of Pisa. There he numbered the late

      Mrs Browning and her husband among his acquaintances. Messrs. Moxon, fearing demands for a criminal prosecution, withdrew the edition. It appeared, almost sub rosa, from the press of

      the old pirate, John Camden Hotten. Yet even this denizen of the liberary bordello could not bring himself to set in type Mr Lerici’s magnum opus. Of this novel, SATURN’S

      KINGDOM: OR, THE FEAST OF BLOOD, the best that can be said is that few innocent eyes of the present day have seen so much as the title, let alone the contents. Its extreme mingling of

      voluptuous incident with profane ambition was beyond anything that an English printer would adventure. It appeared, in 1868, printed in Pisa ‘For the Author’, in four volumes. Even

      in that less scrupulous moral climate, it could not be issued until its creator had emended the title. For it was at first to be called not SATURN’S KINGDOM but SATAN’S KINGDOM.




      We have said enough in condemnation. Let us, in charity, suppose that Mr Lerici was a jester rather than the worshipper of dark powers. Let us concede that his passing breaks the last link

      with an illustrious age and with one of its most famous names. To be sure, even in his extravagance and his rebellion, Mr Lerici was the posthumous child of that age of show and revolution. So

      let it be. The line is ended. The world will not look upon his like again. Some may lament that the world will be the poorer and the plainer.


    


  




  Alfred Swain folded the cutting away, frowned and sipped his coffee again. He had not asked to be sent to Greece as the homeward escort for the body of the murdered man of

  letters. The executors of Mr Lerici’s will had insisted upon hiring a ‘Scotland Yard man’ for the purpose. What purpose, Swain wondered? To write a report of the details of the

  crime? Or to prevent a greater crime from being investigated? The life of John Posthumous Lerici had been so peppered with indiscretions and scandals that it scarcely seemed worth the money to

  conceal another. But apparently the Foreign Office was also sensitive to the case of an eminent Englishman murdered in foreign parts. Lerici had always insisted upon his Englishness.




  So the day after tomorrow Swain would take the little train to Argos and Mycenae. He would draw up his report, for what good that would do. Consul Munro was right. The journey to the hills was a

  waste of time. Except for one thing, which those who commanded the report had not bargained for. Iphigenia. Who the devil was she and who might she destroy?




  Swain glared at the tranquil harbour, the romantic mountain range and the port whose first Italian masters had called it wistfully the Naples of the Peloponnese. Petrides might yet be more

  trouble dead than he had been alive. So, indeed, might his victim. Families that hired a Scotland Yard man on the death of one of their members usually did so to silence scandal or deter blackmail.

  Swain slid his hand into the pocket of his brown jacket and drew out an octavo volume in good condition. It was an odd volume, from a set of four, bound in dark olive-green cloth and with the title

  neatly gilt at the top of the spine. He had found it for sale on a barrow in Holywell Street, outside a dusty little shop whose window offered The Voluptuarian Journal and Stereoscopic

  Views. At any other time, such notices might have provoked his professional interest in the premises. On that spring afternoon in London, three days before his journey, the discovery of the

  volume had seemed like a favourable omen. He now opened it and looked critically at the title page, the paper still crisp and the print clear.




   




  John Posthumous Lerici




   




  SATURN’S KINGDOM:
OR, THE FEAST OF BLOOD




   




  Volume the First




   




  PISA: PRINTED FOR THE AUTHOR MDCCCLXVIII




  He drew his thumb across the edges of the closed pages. They had been opened neatly by a paperknife but not trimmed. The paper was clean and the type unblemished. Someone had

  taken good care of it. A sensible fellow, perhaps, who had picked it up out of curiosity during his European travels, in the market at Florence or from a bookstall by the Seine. A man sensible

  enough to decide that one volume of Lerici’s vapourings would be enough. Swain had dipped into it on the voyage out. Before he left Nauplia, he would read it through. Something to occupy him

  on the little train that ran from the Gulf of Argos up to Corinth.




  2




  On the following morning, with the pages of Lerici’s gothic horror firmly closed, Alfred Swain sat on a wooden seat at the end of the little carriage and stared out at the

  passing landscape. The narrow-gauge railway followed the coastal plain at the head of the Gulf of Argos. Swain studied the nearer hills, the scooped humps of their receding mountain crests, peaks,

  and dunes shaped by giant hands. A race of Titans, older even than the ancient gods of Greece, had created these ranges.




  After half an hour, the great Homeric name of Argos on a station sign-board revealed only a dusty little town below another fortified hill. The toy train ran through the streets like a tram-car.

  There were shabby children in white nightshirts and black-scarved women. Swain thought of his long-dead schoolmaster father and the childhood tales of Troy. Was it really from this collection of

  chicken yards and tinkers’ shanties that the great King Agamemnon had led a thousand black ships and the world’s most powerful army across the seas to destroy Priam’s city?




  The little engine and its old-fashioned carriages lurched forward again. To either side of the track were orchards of orange trees and, on the foothills, a distant terracing of olives. The

  undulating slopes were steeper now and the peaks showed bare rock. Death had chosen a hard and bitter place for its encounter with Lord Byron’s bastard son.




  It was less than half an hour when the train stopped again. A sudden halt, the engine panting as if for breath in the noon heat. Someone opened the carriage door for him. Swain got out in his

  English suit and narrow-brimmed hat, blinking in the unshaded light of the noon sun. There was a sign proclaiming ‘Mykenos’, which he now knew stood for the Golden Mycenae of his volume

  of Homer as translated by Butcher and Lang.




  He looked about him. Nothing but a few orange orchards, bare earth, and a scattering of rough stone buildings that might have been English cow-sheds had they been larger. He turned to ask advice

  from the guard of the train. As he did so, the engine gave a ribald snort and the carriages pulled forward again with an uneven jangle of buffers on the line to Corinth. Swain stood on the little

  platform, alone except for a small and rather wizened man in a black hat who seemed as puzzled by the new arrival as the policeman was by him. There was nothing for it. Swain approached. The man

  smiled nervously rather than in greeting.




  ‘Mykenos?’ Swain asked hopefully.




  The weather-beaten little man smiled more intensely, as if to please him, and pointed emphatically at the ground on which they stood. Swain shook his head.




  ‘Mykenos?’




  Nothing. The man looked puzzled. Swain gestured across the landscape, taking in both plain and hills.




  ‘Mykenos?’ Then in a moment of inspired recollection he found a word from his schoolboy vocabulary. ‘Archaios Mykenos?’




  ‘Old Mycenae’ did the trick. To his relief, the old man beamed at him and nodded, pleased to be of help at last. He beckoned Swain and led him from the station platform to the dusty

  stone-filled track that ran beside it. With an emphatic scything gesture of the hand straight ahead, the man indicated the direction that ran towards the majestic hills. Swain smiled and inclined

  his head politely. The old man bowed and backed away. Presently there was no one in sight. The stony track shimmered in the heat. How many miles? There was nothing to be seen of Herr Schliemann or

  his encampment. Swain acknowledged that Consul Munro had been right. He had far better have stayed in Nauplia and abandoned his visit to the scene of the crime.




  The sun was high and very hot. As he strode forward Swain ruefully watched the pale dust gathering on his polished boots and saw their leather grazed by the sharp stones of the track. The rubble

  slid and jabbed underfoot. Swain encouraged himself by thinking that he trod now the same path as the great warrior king of Mycenae on his road to Troy, the same way that had led him back ten years

  later to death at the hands of a faithless queen. At the foot of the escarpments ahead of him, Agamemnon had lain writhing and bleeding in the net while Clytemnestra and her lover axed him to death

  like a sacrificial steer.




  Perhaps it was in keeping with such dramas of the past that John Posthumous Lerici had been struck down by a murderer’s hand almost on the very spot where the great king had died three

  thousand years before. Brooding on this, Swain strode ahead. The wide verges of the road were dazzling with yellow mustard flowers and white blossom crowned the cherry trees, thick as a snowfall.

  The air was alive with the sound of bees. Swain took out his watch and saw that he had walked for half an hour. The hills seemed as far away as ever. The half-hour became an hour, then an hour and

  a half. The few small scattered buildings of dun-coloured stone were not shelters for animals but farmhouses as well. They were built on two levels, the sheep or goats living below and the family

  cramped in an upper room, reached by an outside stairway.




  Ahead of him, Swain saw a village of some sort, a clutter of small buildings along the track. The narrow road climbed steeply between rough stone walls and porches made of overhanging thatch

  with chairs and tables beneath. Of Agamemnon’s palace or Herr Schliemann’s excavations there was not the least sign. He walked slowly between the walls, aware that eyes were upon him

  from every angle. He came to the end of the walls and the road divided. There was no means of choosing which direction to take. He turned back and saw a girl of nine or ten standing in the dusty

  track and watching him go. She was brown as a Romany, unkempt, wearing a dress of dark colours which dragged in the powdery earth.




  Swain turned cautiously, smiling and trying not to alarm her. ‘Mykenos,’ he said quietly, ‘Archaios Mykenos?’




  The child looked doubtfully at him, the edge of her hand to her mouth. Then she ran ahead to the division of the road and pointed to the right. Swain felt in his pocket and found a coin. He

  smiled again and held it out to her. The little girl took it with extended hand, closed her fingers on it and ran as fast as she could towards the houses again.




  Swain walked uphill. There was nothing but the sound of the bees. Across the great plain of Argos, as far as the sea and the mountain-barrier of Arcadia, the world was lost in heat and silence.

  For the first time his impatience and doubt were subdued by a sense of awe. It was unlike anything that he had ever imagined. Surely nothing had changed here since the age of the Mycenaean kings.

  Like the sons of Atreus, he looked upon the morning of the world. Somewhere in the harsh dry hills ahead of him lay the palace of his childhood reading, mythical to him then as Aladdin’s

  Cave.




  He turned another corner and saw a house, a proper house this time. It was squarely built, plain but substantial, of the same dun-coloured stone as the little shelters in the field. Indeed there

  were several of them just behind it. The big house had shutters at its windows and an air of comfort. It was the only building of its kind for miles around. Swain knew that this must be

  ‘Schliemann’s House’, as it was called, the visible evidence of the great archaeologist’s commitment to his quest.




  He drew level with it. The house stood silent and, perhaps, unoccupied. A man was coming down the track beside it, possibly from one of the smaller buildings at the rear.




  ‘Herr Schliemann?’ Swain asked expectantly.




  Yet again, the answer was pointed out, uphill and further on.




  ‘At the site,’ the man said with the careful accuracy of one using a foreign vocabulary. ‘He works.’




  ‘Excellent,’ Swain said. ‘Thank you.’




  He was in the foothills now, or nearly so, about three miles on from the little station where the train had set him down. The road turned and he saw at last the destination of his journey. The

  Golden Mycenae of Homer’s story. Divided from the lower slopes of a great hill by a steep valley, Agamemnon’s citadel was a massive stone-lined mound, quite large enough for a fortified

  palace, perhaps even a small town. There was no palace any longer, only a few lower walls which Swain made out as he came closer. It was not at all the graceful and columned retreat which he had

  pictured during his childhood daydreams. More like a Bronze Age hill fort. But it was golden, after all. Homer had told the truth about that. It was not the brash gold of the Bond Street

  jeweller’s window but a pale sandy tone that stood out against the darker hills behind it, as if it had been illuminated by a stage spotlight. Swain’s pulse quickened. What little time

  he had for such reading in his adult life assured him that clever men now believed Homer’s account to be nothing but myth or legend. Let them stand where he did now. Mycenae in its golden

  stone climbed the spring hillside. It was no myth. Swain knew in his heart that the ancient tale was true.




  There were men working on part of the site, for all the world like gardeners in dark jackets and trousers. He approached by a flight of shallow marble steps, uneven and ill matched. There was no

  Athenian elegance here. Then he turned a corner and confronted the great Lion Gate.




  It was magnificent, colossal and barbaric, a place that made Lerici’s death seem like a trivial incident in the greater struggle of Mycenaean history. The way led between two high walls

  whose massive stone blocks might have lined the shaft approaching a pharaoh’s tomb. The monumental gateway, its square opening through which Agamemnon and his legions had marched for Troy,

  was crowned by the arch of stone with two rampant and headless lions carved in relief upon it. There was nothing of classical elegance here. It was the gate of a war-lord who flourished centuries

  before Athenian perfection. Indeed, the lions had been here, as Swain was told, a thousand years before Agamemnon. The great king himself, let alone the other heroes, had looked upon the very

  stones at which Alfred Swain stared in wonder on a spring afternoon of the railway age.




  Then, with a shock, he remembered murder. Not Lerici’s death but something more portentous. Before the Lion Gate, he stood upon the very stones where Queen Clytemnestra had revealed the

  bloodied corpses of her royal husband Agamemnon and his slave-girl prophetess Cassandra. Three thousand years ago. More than two thousand years ago Aeschylus had written of the crime in his great

  play. Orestes, Electra, even Menelaus and Helen had passed across the threshold that now held an English ‘private-clothes’ policeman in such awe.




  Alfred Swain, the boy whose father had been master of a little school in Dorset, was left an orphan at ten years old. That father’s stories and the childhood books had opened a door into a

  world of learning and romance. That door had been shut again by his guardians, who thought only of useful employment for the boy and some means of getting the nonsense out of his head. Now he would

  have stood all day before the great Mycenaean gate in utter contentment. When he was dying, when there was time to remember only one moment of his life, it would be this. Surely, it was this for

  which he had been born.




  ‘The lions have lost their heads, I fear. Pausanias tells us that they were intact when he saw the gate in the second century after Christ. And then, who knows?’




  Alfred Swain came to the surface of consciousness again, as if from the ocean depths of a powerful dream.




  ‘Mr Swain?’ the stranger asked.




  When Swain turned, there was a middle-aged man standing behind him, a rather short wiry figure dressed in a black suit with a white hat. The face was kindly, if sceptical, adorned by a rather

  luxuriant dark moustache like a hotel waiter’s. From a broad forehead, the face diminished to a narrow chin, disconcertingly close to the shape of an uncovered skull.




  ‘Herr Schliemann?’




  The archaeologist smiled and shook the policeman’s hand. ‘Mr Munro sent a railway telegraph message yesterday, promising that you would be here today. One of the men saw you walking

  up the road from the village. I hope it will not be a wasted journey for you.’




  ‘Oh no,’ Swain said thoughtfully, ‘it won’t be wasted. Whatever happens, it won’t be wasted.’




  The eyes, Swain thought. Dark as they were, they were at the same time humorous and ecstatic. They never let one alone, following each word and movement of the face. Heinrich Schliemann looked

  not much like a scholar, nor the businessman that he had been before. He reminded Swain at once of an itinerant preacher he had observed years before at Salisbury Horse Fair. There was something in

  such a face and voice that compelled you, made you long to be one with him and never in your life to be separated. It was good humour and faith. With such a companion, you knew that anything was

  possible. At that Whitsun fair, it had taken all Swain’s adolescent rationality to prevent himself from stepping forward with half a dozen other men and women to volunteer for Salvation. That

  preacher’s power was in Schliemann now. It did not surprise him much that the romance of the past had beguiled so many lesser men through Schliemann’s advocacy. It surprised him even

  less that the middle-aged businessman had arrived in Greece and promptly won the heart of an eighteen-year-old beauty who became his bride. As with the Whitsun preacher, so with Schliemann. You

  longed to be on his side, to join his cause and be one with him.




  ‘First let me show you what you came to see,’ Schliemann said amiably, ‘the place where the tragedy happened. You shall see the rest afterwards.’




  ‘If you please,’ Swain suggested courteously.




  He did not call him ‘sir’. For all his authority in the matter of Mycenae, Schliemann was a man who commanded enthusiasm and comradeship rather than mere deference.




  ‘It happened outside the palace, Mr Swain, near the grave-circle below. The palace itself has never been lost. The ruined walls have been a landmark here for centuries. It is the graves of

  royalty and warriors which our diggings have brought to light. The gold death-masks and ornaments, of which you have perhaps read, were discovered among the treasures of the tombs.’




  Swain had read something of the discoveries. It was Consul Munro, however, who had told him the ghostly story of Schliemann unearthing the bodies of Agamemnon’s court, preserved by clay

  and the thin gold face-masks. In the air of a new century, the features of kings and heroes had crumbled to dust in a few hours while the searchers looked on helplessly. The loss had not prevented

  Schliemann’s sonorous telegram to the King of Greece. ‘Today I have looked upon the face of Agamemnon.’ Even that was wrong, Munro said jovially. The king whom they dug up was a

  thousand years older than Agamemnon. But the romance of the story had quickened Swain’s heart.




  Schliemann used a walking-stick to assist him on the rough slopes. Swain followed down towards a wide hollow overgrown by scrub and gorse. The wild grass brushed at waist height, bright with

  poppies, purple vetch, and yellow mustard.




  The rough path downwards, strewn with stones, followed the edge of a deeply excavated trench. They reached the lower level, where the heat and the stillness of the remote site gathered with

  greater intensity. Swain turned and saw that the trench was yet another shaft lined with monumental stone. At the end was a pointed arch, an entrance some twenty feet high, leading into

  darkness.




  He followed his guide. It was not quite dark inside the underground structure. Swain found himself standing on the earth floor of a vast hive-shaped chamber, lined with stone. The air was alive

  with a swarming hum of bees. Sparrows chirped high up in the dim roof.




  ‘What is this place?’




  ‘This is where we believe Mr Lerici and his servant were before the crime. They came here without my authority and entered the site unobserved, so far as I can tell,’ Schliemann

  said. ‘The man was no doubt carrying a lamp for his master. This is the tomb of Clytemnestra.’




  He spoke as casually as if he had been giving Swain the name of the nearest post office. The inspector never doubted the truth of it. Yet, to Schliemann, the events of so many centuries past

  were as real as if they had happened yesterday.




  Swain followed him into the sunlight from the bee-laden air of the royal tomb.




  ‘They had no right to be here on that day, of course,’ Schliemann said. ‘The week before I had allowed Mr Lerici and his companions to visit the site. I was away at the time he

  returned with Petrides and can only tell you the story at second hand. It seems they came out and walked away from the grave-shaft. So I was told by one of the workmen. The Greek authorities

  questioned him as they did the others. There was no sound of a quarrel. Petrides had probably laid his plans by then. He was seen later – alone. We knew nothing of Mr Lerici, of course. No

  one knew he was here. Soon after that he was missed but it was not thought he had been killed. A week later, by chance, his body was found just ahead of where we stand now, deep in the

  grass.’




  He allowed Swain to go forward alone. Away from the stone-lined shaft, the lower ground opened out in a wide distant view towards Argos and the sea. Swain knew from the Greek police report where

  the body had been found in the following week. But that had been a matter of a workman chasing off a dog. Petrides had reason enough to think that the cover would be undisturbed by the digging

  until long after he had been forgotten.




  Standing there with the massive foundations of Mycenae above him and the hills rising to either side, Swain confronted the tangled wilderness of tall grass and waist-high mustard. Gorse bushes

  and half-covered mounds of rubble blocked his way. John Posthumous Lerici need only have lain dead until his black velvet jacket and the fair well-tended flesh beneath had been eaten away. The heat

  and fauna of a single Argive summer might have reduced him to bone.




  ‘Will it help you?’ Schliemann asked anxiously. ‘Now that you have seen the place, will it help you?’




  Swain turned round. ‘Oh, yes. My duty is not to investigate the crime. That has been done and justice carried out. My task is simply to write a report on the death of Mr Lerici for my

  superiors and the representatives of his family. And, of course, to see that his body is returned to England. To see where it happened will help me to report how it happened.’




  ‘The poor fellow.’ Schliemann began to lead the way back. ‘I knew very little of him, of course. It seems he had an interest, of a rather curious kind, in ancient

  sites.’




  ‘I have his obituary here.’




  Swain took out the cutting from the Literary Monitor. He handed it to Schliemann and stood by courteously while the archaeologist read it. Across the terraced olive slopes and the plain

  of Argos, snowfields still shone on the upper peaks of the mountains guarding Arcadia. Schliemann handed the cutting back.




  ‘Poor man. A life wasted, indeed. And to learn so little of mankind! To take such a scoundrel as Petrides for a servant! Mr Lerici came here two or three times before the fatal day, the

  only one when he was here alone with his murderer. As to “ladies not of the nicest kind”, that seems to be the case. There were three of them with him when I was here. Soft yet

  perverse, the morals of cats, sly and depraved. He had them with him in his apartments at Nauplia, I suppose. I know nothing of dwarfs or mutes. So far as I could see, he travelled with three young

  women, four or five servants, and the man who killed him.’




  ‘Was it possible that he found gold coins or ornaments here and that Petrides killed him for it? That was what Petrides said.’




  Schliemann shrugged. ‘Then Petrides may be right, Mr Swain. There are thefts from all such sites as this. They are difficult to prevent. A workman may find a coin or a ring and keep it to

  himself. If Mr Lerici had corrupted such men by money, he or Petrides might lay their hands on such things. There is much still to be excavated, of course. Among the treasure of the grave-circle

  there has as yet been no lion-head ring of the kind I had hoped for. You may be sure that rings of that pattern are lying here somewhere. Perhaps Mr Lerici was killed for the contents of his purse

  on the one occasion when Petrides found himself alone with his master in a deserted spot. I suspect, however, that he had stolen such treasure as he could lay hands on here and that it precipitated

  the attack. Petrides considered he had not had his share of plunder.’
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