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Part 1

At the Panther Club

I

“It’s not as easy as you think to kill someone.”

If it was Silas Quinn’s intention to silence his companions with a remark, he achieved his objective spectacularly. And yet, there was something about his gaze that suggested he had not spoken simply for effect. His eyes, as he stared into the fire, had an isolated intensity. He appeared deadly serious.

“Good heavens, Quinn!” cried one of his fellows at last, the nervously jovial Lord Toby Marchbanks. “You speak as if you know what you are talking about!”

Lord Toby’s laughter was forced, and betrayed a touch of fear. In his late thirties, his figure was still impressively youthful, but his good looks were
diminished by a certain weakness about the mouth, which fell on one side, in a way which suggested a secret vice. He sat forward on his leather armchair and looked around hopefully for support. It seemed he was uneasy about confronting Quinn alone. Perspiration glistened on his forehead. He gulped down the large glass of brandy and soda that had just been served to him by one of the Panther Club waiters.

In answer to Lord Toby’s nervous observation, Quinn’s voice was peculiarly devoid of humour. “Naturally. I am not in the habit of talking about things of which I have no knowledge.”

“Now, now!” came the first voice in a sceptical chorus. “Steady on!” “Surely not!” “But you mean to say?”

“I mean to say precisely what I said,” cut in Quinn emphatically, silencing their incredulity. “It is not as easy as you think to kill someone.”

“Be careful, my friend. If I did not know you better, I would think you were confessing to murder.”

The warning – with its assumption of a friendship that did not exist – came from the oldest of the group, the Right Honourable Sir Michael Esslyn, Member of Parliament. A thin, pale-skinned man
with dark hair and concave cheeks, he watched Silas Quinn closely, with an intensity of expression that mirrored Quinn’s own. The trace of a smile curled on Sir Michael’s lips, like a snake finding repose on the branch of a tree.

Quinn did not smile. “But you do not know me at all,” he observed, with a cold insistence on the factual. “We are not friends, as you suggested.”

“Except to say, we are members of the same club. Surely that counts for something?”

Quinn’s contemptuous shrug suggested he did not agree.




ii

The Panther Club was one of the oldest of London’s gentlemen’s clubs, founded in 1764 by a group of aristocrats who had been expelled en masse from Boodle’s for releasing a wild panther in that club’s confines. The escapade had resulted in the dismemberment of one of the club’s servants, together with the deaths by heart attack of several of the older members. From its origins, therefore, the Panther Club had a reputation for the extreme imprudence of its members. It is interesting to note that the aristocrats who introduced the panther into Boodle’s
never faced any criminal charges: ejection from their club was considered punishment enough.
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