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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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  JOHN RAVEN




  July 18




  It was ten o’clock at night with the Albatross gently bumping the old truck tyres that protected her hull from the granite blocks of the Embankment. Strings of

  lights spanned the river in both directions. The converted barge had once been used to haul beer, and the heat of the day released a faint vinegary tang from the timbers. Raven and Soo had finished

  their meal and were sitting out on deck. Both men were naked except for their swimming trunks. Their bodies were brown. Soo’s because this was the colour of his skin, Raven’s from the

  sun. He had put on weight over the last few months, most of it in the wrong places. And the grey streaks in his long toffee-coloured hair had increased and whitened.




  He pushed his deck-chair back, looking up at the sky. The moon was in its First Quarter and the stars were brighter than usual. There were more flowers on deck this summer. Raven had grown them

  in anything that would hold earth. The sweet and mellow perfume came from a mass of stocks he had planted in an old bassinet.




  ‘There’s something about a night like this,’ he said, looking down at the Chinaman lying beside him. ‘It’s something the bastards can never take away from us. How

  long have we known one another, Jerry?’




  Jerry Soo rolled over, a wide-shouldered man with bandy legs. ‘Seventeen years, man and boy.’




  Raven nodded to himself, looking back at the stars. ‘We talk. We don’t talk. Friendship’s a funny thing when you think about it.’




  Soo belched loudly into the night. He rapped himself on the chest.




  ‘That food’s given me heartburn. That comes of buying King’s Road Chinese takeaway cooked by a Moroccan chef.’




  The mudflats across the river sent a whiff of the sea. They had swum together before eating, splashing like boys in the dark ebbing water. Raven’s trunks were still damp.




  ‘You know the one thing you’ve got that I haven’t?’ he asked suddenly.




  Soo gave it some thought. ‘The one thing I’ve got that you haven’t? You’re talking about problems, obviously.’




  The smell of hash on the wind was stronger than the scent of the flowers. The owner of the neighbouring boat was a gentle Californian who owned the Herborium on the north side of the Embankment.

  He dyed his beard green, meditated and lived with a daft Great Dane he called Bogdan.




  ‘What kind of problems could you conceivably have?’ demanded Raven. ‘You’ve got a beautiful woman in love with you, your own teeth and you’re getting paid under

  false pretences, doing a job that you like. How do you get a problem out of that?’




  They had been at Hendon Police College together, selected for the ten-week course at the Detective Training School. Each had been a misfit in his own way, Raven because of his upper-class

  background, the Hong Kong-born recruit because of his race and foreign upbringing. They had grown close and protected one another over the years. Raven’s friendship with Soo was the only

  thing he had taken with him when he resigned from the Force. It was a comradeship that he shared with nobody else. You asked from need and were given. It was as simple as that.




  ‘I suppose the real difference is that you’re doing what you want,’ said Raven, slapping the mosquitoes away from his neck.




  Soo was lying flat on his back, stomach-muscles bulging as he lifted his legs with the toes pointing. He exhaled noisily.




  ‘You’re still singing the same old song, I hear. The gentleman policeman yearning for his pair of handcuffs.’




  Raven placed a foot on the other man’s legs, forcing them down.




  ‘Don’t give me the “gentleman cop” routine. You sound like Drake. For your information, my grandfather sold corn by the bushel. The nearest he got to being a gentleman

  was an iron statue in front of the local drill-hall. I repeat. You are doing a job that you like and getting paid for it. I’m not envious of the job particularly. I’m envious of the

  chase.’




  The four rooms, kitchen and bath had been built into a cedarwood superstructure. The double-glazed sitting room was forty feet long with two doors that opened on to the deck, one on each side.

  The one on the port side was open. The sound of the record-player drifted out. Soo crossed his ankles and rose to his feet without using his hands.




  ‘That’s the fifth time tonight you’ve played Les Franc Juges and I say the hell with Berlioz!’




  He padded into the sitting room and removed the arm of the record-player. His voice was suddenly gentle.




  ‘What’s the matter with you, John? It isn’t Cathy again, is it?’




  Raven shook his head. ‘It is not Cathy. Miss Leeds is dead and gone.’ He could say it without a tremor, her ghost finally laid. Her things had been cleared from the guest room

  and the feeling of guilt had vanished.




  ‘Then what?’ Soo resumed his place on the deck, hands locked behind his head.




  Raven shifted a shoulder. ‘You could call it a general feeling of malaise, I suppose.’




  ‘A general feeling of malaise,’ Soo repeated sarcastically. ‘What a lot of bollocks you sometimes talk, John! You know damn well that you couldn’t have stayed on

  the Force after that Zaleski business. Drake was always going to have your guts for garters.’




  Raven blew a stream of cigarette smoke at the stars. He could talk about Cathy now without feeling, but Drake’s name still made the adrenalin rush.




  ‘I suppose that bastard’s still around, poisoning the atmosphere?’




  ‘Very much so,’ said Soo. ‘The Commander sits on Promotion Boards, drinks with Assistant Commissioners, and there’s a strong rumour afoot that he’s going on to even

  higher things.’




  Raven grunted. He followed the spiralling red tip of his cigarette as it disappeared over the side.




  ‘Do you know what a Promotion Board once said about me, Jerry? They said I was a born enforcer of law and order. Which shows how little they knew. I’m a hunter not an enforcer. I

  suppose if I’d wanted to play their miserable game I could still be at the Yard.’




  Soo’s hand wagged dissent. ‘Never in a million years. You broke too many rules, gave too many people the raspberry.’




  ‘And you?’ The shaft of light from the sitting room shone on the Chinaman’s face. The absence of lids showing gave his eyes the fixed look of a hawk.




  ‘I only bend rules,’ said Soo. ‘You made a production of breaking them. That’s the reason I’m in and you’re out. Come to think of it, you’re not doing

  too badly,’ he added.




  The noise of the traffic was loud now that the music had stopped. The weight of the heavy trucks shook the foundations of the riverside houses.




  ‘How’s Louise?’ asked Raven.




  Soo’s girlfriend was a Taiwanese of frail beauty who played cello in the London Philharmonic Orchestra.




  ‘She’s all right,’ said Soo. ‘In fact she’s getting married. Some time next year, I hear.’




  Raven jerked up straight. ‘Getting married to who?’




  ‘Me,’ Soo said complacently.




  The news was strangely disturbing. It wasn’t that Raven didn’t like Louise. She had been living with Jerry for more than two years and had never been a threat to their friendship.

  She encouraged them to continue taking their vacations together. Hong Kong this year, the Dolomites next. But marriage was something else, a barrier that would keep him out.




  ‘Congratulations,’ he said and hoped it sounded sincere.




  ‘Come to think of it,’ there was a grin in Soo’s voice, ‘you should be the one to marry her. She could play her cello for you and you could go to all those concerts

  together. And you both drink whisky.’




  He collected Raven’s glass, refilled it from the decanter in the sitting room and poured himself another Pernod.




  ‘This’ll be my last. I’d better be moving.’




  The surface of the river reflected the lights of the neighbouring houseboats.




  ‘I don’t know, Jerry,’ Raven said suddenly.




  ‘You’re bored again,’ said Soo. ‘That’s all that’s the matter with you.’




  Raven made a long-arm, reaching for his cigarettes. There was only one left in the pack. He was trying to cut down on his smoking and drinking, and jogging a mile every morning.




  I’m in a rut, Jerry,’ he said. ‘I’m doing the same bloody things every day. Even going out with the same ladies. I’m not forty yet but I’m running out of

  ideas. I’m starting to conform, my friend. The great nonconformer’s starting to conform.’




  Soo held his glass up to the light, swirled the ice in the cloudy liquid.




  ‘You really think you’re hard done by, don’t you? You eat what you like, go to bed when you like, get up when you like. You can walk into a pub without running the risk of some

  hoodlum stepping up behind you and removing your head with a razor. Take tonight, for instance. You don’t want to be disturbed so what do you do, take the phone off the hook and leave it

  there. I can’t do that.’




  It was true. Police regulations required a cop to be on call twenty-four hours a day. Raven sighed. The breeze was warm on his bare skin. It was hard to explain even to Jerry.




  ‘There’s more to life than going to bed and getting up, taking the bloody phone off the hook. It’s the hunt that I miss, Jerry. I was thinking about putting an advertisement in

  the newspaper. “Ex-C.I.D. Inspector” — I don’t even know what comes next.’




  Soo yawned. ‘Ex-C.I.D. Inspector gives lessons in self-pity?’




  Raven shook his head. ‘You’re too insensitive to understand.’




  Soo came up on his elbows. ‘We don’t get too much of the hunt in C 11. In fact if a real live thief walked into the office I’d probably ask for his

  autograph. I’m off. It’s past eleven and Louise will be waiting.’




  ‘She’ll learn,’ said Raven.




  Soo vanished into the guest room. He reappeared dressed in tight jeans and a T-shirt bearing the inscription THE YELLOW PERIL. Somehow he managed to make the outfit

  appear respectable. Raven saw him to the end of the gangway. Soo’s beefed-up mini was parked on the opposite side of the Embankment. They shook hands as they always did, Raven craning down to

  Soo’s modest height.




  ‘Take care,’ said Raven. ‘And drive carefully.’




  ‘I always do,’ grinned Soo. ‘And thanks for the Moroccan chop suey.’




  


    

  




  RODERIC CAMPBELL




  July 19




  He left his small black Fiat at the north end of the square. The last of the sun was shining through the tall iron railings that enclosed the tree-shaded gardens and tennis

  court. The gates in the railings were locked, the gardens accessible only to those tenants who had been issued with keys. It was ten minutes past six by the watch on Campbell’s right wrist.

  He had another twenty minutes to wait. The traffic wardens had gone off duty.




  He loped across to the nearest gate, a six-footer in his early thirties with ginger hair and marmalade freckles. He was wearing a pair of clean, mended jeans, sneakers and sweatshirt and carried

  a tennis racket under his left arm. He opened the gate with a key. Like the other three on the ring, he had made it from the cuttle-bone impressions Arbela had taken for him.




  Two teenage girls were on the tennis court, batting balls across the net at one another. He took a seat on a bench under a lilac tree, well away from the black-shrouded Arab hag with

  eye-and-nose shield who crouched near a pram. Beyond the railings facing him was a five-storey house constructed of red brick and with a basement area. The windows on the lower floors were heavily

  curtained. A striped awning protected the door at the top of the entrance steps.




  He raised his head a little, squinting through the acrid cloud of cigarette smoke. The chancellery of the North Korean Embassy occupied the lower floors while the Ambassador and his wife,

  together with two servants lived in the top part of the house. Campbell glanced down at his hands, aware of the increasing pressure driving the blood through his veins. His fingers were steady

  enough. He had burgled the house across the street twice in as many days, though ‘burgled’ was maybe the wrong word to use. ‘Fitted it up’ was better. All he had done was

  try the keys he had made, disturbing nothing, stealing not so much as a dime. He had stood in the dim hallway, unseen and unsuspected, the faint light from the transom revealing the fat curves of

  the carved-wood Buddha. Hanging on the wall behind were photographs of sinister-looking men with slit eyes set in square faces. A distinctive odour permeated the hallway and he traced it to the

  elevator. The blended whiff of dried fish and ginger-root was reminiscent of his native Vancouver.




  On neither occasion had he gone any further than the door sealing the foot of the staircase that led to the second storey. His keys had worked perfectly. Arbela had drawn a detailed plan of the

  secretariat. Her office was next to the Ambassador’s private room and the safe. The small French-type elevator served all floors up to the residential quarters. The gates opened on to doors

  that were always kept locked. He already knew the make of the safe and its size. What he needed now was the kind of information Arbela could never supply. She lacked the expertise involved. Only

  close inspection would tell him how best to open fifteen tons of time-locked heat-resistant steel. Hidden under a rose bush in the garden of his mews house was a canister containing four kilos of

  Peralite and a package of Czech detonators.




  Explosives were new to him. He’d never used them in his life. It had taken the French to show him how, demonstrating in a rain-soaked quarry near Nantes. They had even stolen an empty safe

  for the purpose. The demonstration had been spectacular, with little noise and practically no flash. The safe had simply buckled at the seams and joints. Peralite was plastic-based and

  developed for the French armed forces. Its sale on the open market was strictly prohibited. Campbell borrowed a thousand pounds to pay for it, putting up his house as collateral. It seemed little

  enough when he made his calculations. It had been hard to believe the sort of money Arbela had said that she’d seen in the safe, the sum that she’d checked on the adding machine. But

  she wasn’t a liar. In fact her information had come as a sort of aside, an off-the-cuff remark that had straightened him in his chair. The moment she realized his interest in what she had

  said she wanted to forget the whole thing. But he’d gone at her like a terrier, backing her into a corner and shaking the truth from her till at last he realized exactly what she was saying.

  She was telling him that here was the final score every thief dreams about, the last payoff that will take him away across town.




  He checked his watch again. Six-thirty. He came to his feet, moving to the right of the lilac tree, still hidden but able to observe the Mercedes limousine that had drawn up in front of the

  embassy entrance. The chauffeur opened the rear door for an Oriental couple dressed in Western clothing. Campbell knew the man and woman by sight as the Ambassador and his wife. The limousine drove

  off. Campbell watched it out of the square and felt in his hip-pocket. The contours of the keyring reassured him. The embassy office staff went home at five o’clock, the cleaners at six. He

  had been watching the house for a week now. During that time, the Ambassador and his wife had gone out on no less than five evenings.




  Campbell had tailed the official car on each occasion, twice to a Korean restaurant deep in the East End, once to a theatre, a couple of times to embassy parties. The Ambassador’s absence

  left four people in the embassy. The servants upstairs and the two security guards who lived and slept in the basement. At nine o’clock precisely one of the guards started his rounds of the

  building and the garden behind. He repeated the performance at three-hourly intervals. The rest of the time, he sat on a chair in the hallway, completing his tour of duty at eight o’clock the

  following morning.




  Between the hours of six and nine at night, the security measures protecting the embassy were practically non-existent. Campbell’s plan was to hit the safe while the Ambassador and his

  wife were out. He figured that the point of danger started at the moment of explosion and reached its peak as he made his getaway. He calculated that it should take him no more than two minutes to

  clear the safe. The security guard on duty would be in a quandary. If he chose to stay below when he heard the explosion, either in the basement or the hallway, Campbell would drop from a

  second-storey window, landing on the roof of the squash courts next door. A ten-second dash from there would take him to safety. On the other hand, if the guard used the elevator Campbell took the

  stairs down and vice versa.




  He unlocked the gate in the railings, doing his best to look like a tennis player disappointed by the non-arrival of his partner. He threw the racket in the back of the Fiat and walked smartly

  towards the embassy, looking neither left nor right, a man with every legal reason to do what he was doing. He covered the sixty yards, sure that nobody was watching him. A shield with a red star

  and blue stripes hung above the awning. A Japanese motor-cycle was chained to the basement railings. He slipped on a pair of thin chamois-leather gloves and approached the front door at an angle

  that hid him from anyone at the barred windows below.




  He slipped the key into the Ingersoll lock and the door swung open silently. He stood in the hallway, separating the noises in the house from those outside. The lift cage was at street level. He

  put his ear against the gilded grille-work and heard the faint drone of a carpet-sweeper coming from above. The door leading to the stairs was shut. So was the door to the basement. In front of him

  a breast-high counter split the room in two. The walls were hung with posters depicting mountain gorges straddled by electricity pylons, massed gymnastic displays performed by inscrutable-looking

  children, stunned peasants goggling at fleets of tractors. The sign on the counter read:




  

    VISAS AND GENERAL INQUIRIES


  




  The cleaners had been and gone. The typewriters were cowled on the desks. The chairs stood in perfect alignment. The ashtrays were spotless. He used the last key on the ring and pulled the

  stairway door shut behind him. The street noises were suddenly stilled. He started to climb, keeping his weight close to the wall to avoid treading on creaking floor-boards. A window at the rear of

  the house illuminated the third-floor landing. Forty feet beneath, one of the security guards was standing on the grass in shorts, exercising. His oiled body and shaven head gleamed in the waning

  sunshine. There were two doors on the landing. One was open. Campbell inched forward cautiously. The buff-coloured curtains in the high-ceilinged room were drawn tight, but enough light filtered

  through for Campbell to see that everything was as Arbela had described it. The glass table with ivory carvings, the marble fireplace filled with dried flowers, the sofa and chairs upholstered in

  red plush and the coconut matting on the floor. He tiptoed across to the four-panelled screen in the left-hand corner of the room.




  The safe was behind it, sunk deep into the wall, disclosing no more than an oblong surface of steel. The light was bad here but he could make out the two dials that operated the combination

  locks. The Frenchmen had known both the make and the model and had warned that there’d be no recesses on show. The only divergence from the flat planes were slight swellings over the

  concealed hinges This was where the charges would have to go. His gloved fingers moved across the front of the safe and then stopped. He could feel a slight break in the smoothness. Then bending

  forward he realized the incredible truth. The safe was not locked but fractionally open. Holding his breath, he pulled the poised mass of metal towards him. The interior of the safe was divided

  into shelf space and a drawer. Cellophane bags were lying on their sides on the two shelves. A quick look revealed that the deep drawer was empty except for a small notebook. He held it in his

  hand, staring with disbelief at the cellophane bags. Slipping the mottle-covered notebook into a pocket, he weighed one of the bags in the palm of his hand. He could see the powder through the

  clear plastic. It looked something like soft brown sugar. The neck of the bag was tied, the string sealed with a blob of red wax bearing a dragon device. He was holding a kilo bag of heroin, the

  dragon device guaranteed its degree of purity.




  It was two years since he had seen the stuff, sitting in the window in Mark Foy’s Paris apartment, the Seine swirling around the piers below. They had been three: Mark, the man from Hong

  Kong and himself. The heroin on the table had been in the same sort of container, secured with the same seal. The Chinaman was a member of a Triad Society. He’d spilled a little of the

  odourless powder on to an upturned mirror. Mark had tested the dope with the tip of his tongue, making a face at its bitterness. The mathematics of the deal being offered were simple. The

  Triad’s asking price was sixty thousand dollars a kilo, near-pure stuff that could be cut to as little as five per cent. Street sales in Paris and London were made in one-and-a-half-grain

  caps that sold for around six dollars. This meant that an investment of sixty grand could return the possibility of a million.




  It was a tempting proposition but one that scared the hell out of Campbell. He’d chickened out, lacking the heart or the desire to be further involved. Two months later employees working

  on the Besanҫon sewerage farm had fished Mark Foy’s head out of a tank. The rest of his body had never been found.




  Cambell’s eyes travelled along the shelves, counting the bags. There were six, including the one he was holding. At that moment the door leading to the adjoining room opened. The newcomer

  was a Korean dressed in a brown-and-white seersucker suit and wingtip shoes. He was roughly Campbell’s age and equally surprised. Both men looked at each other, sharing the initial shock. The

  Korean was first to react, launching himself behind a lifted leg with a yell at Campbell. Campbell swung the bag of dope hard at the other man’s head, catching him flush above the left ear.

  The Asian dropped to his knees, open mouth displaying his gold bridgework. His round pebble eyes photographed Campbell as the Canadian ran for the landing. Campbell’s one thought was to get

  the hell out of there before the alarm was raised. He flew the stairs in three leaps and burst through the door into the hallway, stuffing his gloves in his pocket. The elevator-cage started rising

  as he struggled with the front door. Then suddenly he was outside, sweating in the scented warmth of the summer evening.




  He ran towards his parked car, sneaking a look back over his shoulder. He could see no sign of danger. He backed the Fiat out hurriedly, an eye on the rearview mirror as he swung into the right

  turn. He drove fast, not stopping till he reached the Armory in the park. He walked to the edge of the lake and stuffed the gloves down a grating. The keys he threw twenty feet out into the water.

  That done, he sat on a bench and tried to pull himself together.




  So much for the Last Big Score, he thought. Certain facts about this caper were beyond speculation. One: he hadn’t done his homework properly. According to what he had seen and heard there

  just shouldn’t have been anyone in the Chancellery at that time. Two: someone with access to the embassy safe was bringing dope into the country, possibly smuggling it in the diplomatic bags.

  It had been done before. Three; the smuggler would have to be someone in a position of authority. Maybe there were more than just one. The expression on the face of the guy who’d disturbed

  him was evidence that the last thing they expected was a visit from a burglar. But they knew now that not only had he seen the heroin, he had actually handled it. He still figured that he was in

  the clear. If the Koreans decided to shift the dope and call in the law, Arbela’s references were impeccable. There was no reason that he could see to associate her with the break-in.




  He stretched and lighted a cigarette. The more he thought about things, the more certain he was that Arbela’s information had been accurate. The trouble was that it was two weeks old.

  Since Arbela had seen inside the safe, the money had been replaced by heroin. And so it would go, one thing taking the place of the other till they all made millions or achieved whatever else it

  was that they wanted from the operation. Now he had Arbela to deal with. The news that he’d blown it was going to revive all the old familiar arguments in favour of him getting out and

  earning an honest living. It was almost eight o’clock. The best thing to do would be to call Arbela from home and arrange to pick her up for a late meal somewhere. A bottle of good wine drunk

  by candlelight would soften the news that once again his respectability would have to be postponed.




  He turned the Fiat left into Pembridge Crescent. Home was in the mews that lay behind, a two-up and two-down converted from a loft and coachhouse. The ninety-nine-year lease was a bonus from the

  last real score he had made, a walk-in at a Belgravia birthday party. He’d raided the bedrooms while the guests were having a pre-dinner drink and had left in the guise of a London

  Electricity Board workman, displaying a true left-wing contempt for the butler who had let him out. Since then, his criminal forays had been meaningless, escapades that had placed him in jeopardy

  while hardly paying for his living expenses.




  He braked, spying a free space between the linden trees. The Victorian crescent was amazingly quiet in spite of its central location, a backwater off the main stream of traffic. Dogs dozed on

  doorsteps. Babies were left outside, their prams unattended. People entertained without the compulsion to lower the blinds or draw the curtains. He shifted in his seat aware of the notebook in his

  hip pocket. He pulled it out. It was the same size as a paperback and bound in mottled cardboard. Half the pages were covered with hieroglyphics, beautifully drawn with a fine-tipped felt pen. The

  script could have been Korean or for all he knew Chinese or Japanese. But whatever the content was, the book was important enough to be kept in the safe. A new idea shaped itself in his mind. Maybe

  there was something still to be salvaged from the expedition. The details would have to be worked out very carefully. These little yellow bastards were both tough and tricky. He peeked into the

  rearview mirror. The crescent was empty behind. The only person in sight was a goggled motor-cyclist thirty yards in front, bending over his machine. There was nobody to see as Campbell slipped

  from the car, bent low behind it and taped the notebook to the top of the fuel-tank. Paying attention to certain fundamental rules had kept him out of the slammer. The first rule was removing

  himself as quickly as possible from stolen property. Later on he’d find a safe place to stash the book.
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