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  Chapter One




  The Borough Council




  IN its handsome old Council Chamber, the Corporation of Quenborough was in session.




  The fading light of a November afternoon drew a softening veil over the architectural details, both of the Chamber and of its occupants; for, in accordance with the borough’s accepted

  policy of “Economy in Public Life,” the electric light would not be switched on until the older members of the Council had become noticeably fidgety whenever they had occasion to refer

  to their agenda-papers. For the time being, however, there would be no need for such reference. Alderman Dodleigh, in his capacity of Chairman of the Housing Committee, was in occupation of the

  floor of the Chamber and was likely to remain so for some time.




  “I yield to no man, Mr. Mayor, in my admiration of the progressive and enlightened policy which has always been such a marked characteristic of the character—er—such a notable

  feature, I might say, of the character of our beloved town. Right nobly have our predecessors, in many cases our forefathers, fulfilled the onerous duties of public office, of public

  responsibility, and right noble is the city that they have handed down to us. But we live in an age of stress, an age of enlargement, an age of multiplication, and the old-established bounds of our

  builded heritage can no longer contain the pulsing life—the bursting pressure of existence—within them. Be that as it may . . .” and so on, in the time-honoured periods of

  municipal phraseology and eloquence, Alderman Dodleigh explained to the Council (what they had known for months, if not years) that it was necessary to buy land and build houses for the

  working-class population of their prosperous and expanding town.




  Up in the public gallery, another alderman, Frank Cottle, sat with the borough’s newly appointed Chief Constable, Captain Charles Race, explaining to him in robust whispers the procedure

  and personnel of the body that he had been appointed to serve.




  “This is all mouthwash, Captain,” he said. “The work’s done in committee; old Dodleigh’s Chairman of the Housing and he likes to hear his own voice. Doesn’t

  do any harm and the Press have got to hear it, but the thing’s all cut and dried and settled long before it’s debated in this Chamber—rarest thing in the world for a

  committee’s recommendation to be turned down. Ah!”




  With a flash of almost painful brilliance, the lights came on. As his eyes recovered from the shock, Race looked down into the body of the hall and tried to pick out the people he already knew.

  Immediately below him—he could only see it by leaning well over the railing of the public gallery—was the Press-box; though the bird’s-eye view was not helpful, he thought he

  could identify two or three of the reporters who had come to interview him after his appointment was announced. Old Gallypride, of the Herald, an artist at his job, and doyen of

  the local Fleet Street, was unmistakable, with his mop of red hair surrounding a bald pate; the curly black head, streaked with grey, was probably the Argus; the sleek, fair one was

  undoubtedly the young man (Race could not remember what paper he represented) who had been so persistent in trying to discover what wires the new Chief Constable had pulled. For the appointment was

  an unusual one; every previous vacancy had been filled by promotion from the ranks of the Borough Police Force—usually the senior superintendent; on this occasion it had gone to an ex-army

  officer, with no previous experience. Race had applied for the post because he thought that, as a mere Captain with no string of decorations after his name, he would have little chance in the

  fierce competition for County Chief Constableships unless he could produce a record of police service to bolster up his case. This was just the appointment he wanted—a Borough Police Force,

  with plenty of work of a well varied nature. He thought himself extremely lucky to have got the job, and was fairly certain that he owed it to the fact that he had been in the same

  regiment—the Quenshire Light Infantry—as the only son of the Mayor, Sir John Assington. He had not, however, enlarged on this point to the pertinacious reporter.




  “Bother this old fool Dodleigh,” Alderman Cottle was muttering. “Why can’t he sit down and let ’em pass his report?”




  It was fairly evident that the bulk of the Council was of the same opinion. Members were fidgeting, yawning, talking to one another in audible undertones. Their backs were to the public gallery

  as they sat in the descending tiers of semicircular benches facing the raised dais upon which, in chairs of appropriately graded splendour, sat His Worship the Mayor, the Deputy Mayor, and those

  Aldermen who were Chairmen of Committees.




  “You know the Mayor, of course?” said Cottle, who, in his self-appointed capacity as guide, had followed the direction of the Chief Constable’s gaze. “You owe your job to

  him, young man,” he added, confirming Race’s own guess. “On his right is the Deputy Mayor—he was Mayor in ’27 and ’28 till Sir John took over. Mardyke’s

  his name, Voce Mardyke, a solicitor—fine old family practice. He was Chairman of the Finance Committee for some time, but there was a bit of a row and he chucked it. Nothing wrong, mind you,

  but some of the younger fellows made out he wasn’t strict enough. Trant was at the bottom of it—he’s Chairman himself now; there was bad blood between ’em for a time, but

  Mardyke’s a decent fellow and he made it up; they’re close friends now, I believe. Anyhow the Council made Mardyke Mayor before his turn just to show there was no

  ill-feeling.”




  “He looks a clever fellow, sir,” said Race.




  “Yes, I should think he is; he’s a pretty shrewd solicitor, anyhow, and he made a capital Mayor. Chap on his right’s Bossford, Chairman of the Roads Committee; then, of course,

  Dodleigh—Housing; then Puce—Health. On the Mayor’s left is Budgen—General Purposes; Hummett—Electricity; they’ve got a big rural development scheme

  on—gambling with the town’s money, I call it; Lattifer—Markets; and at the end, Trant—the fellow I was telling you about—followed Mardyke as Chairman of Finance. Live

  wire, Basil Trant—bounder if you like—but a live wire. Ought to have taken the Electricity Committee, I always say—saved us a dynamo or two at the works,” added Alderman

  Cottle with a chuckle at his own time-honoured joke.




  “What about yourself, sir,” asked Race, “haven’t you got a committee?”




  “No; used to have Housing, but I chucked it last year—too beastly deaf—especially now we’ve got these damn women on the Council.”




  Race followed the Alderman’s glance to the end of the last row of seats on the right, where two lady members of the Council were seated together, engaged in earnest conversation.




  “Always talking—either to the meeting or to each other—and you never could hear a word they said. Not that that mattered, because they’ve never got anything worth

  listening to—‘Speak first and think afterwards’ is their motto, I reckon.”




  The old Alderman was evidently not a supporter of the sex-equality theory.




  “That, gentlemen, is the broad outline of our proposals.” Alderman Dodleigh had reached a period in his address. There was a ripple of relief—but Dodleigh had not finished.




  “Now I turn to the financial side, and here I may say at once that all is not as your committee would have wished. When this scheme was first muted—mooted—some nine months ago,

  our surveyor estimated that the cost of the land which we should have to buy for the erection of these houses would be in the neighbourhood of £10,000—about forty acres of

  market-garden—accommodation land—that might be, with compensation for disturbance, £75 an acre, say £3,000, but the remaining two hundred odd just plain, good, agricultural

  land, letting at anything from twenty-five to thirty-five shillings, say £30 an acre capital value. Now, however, we find that this land has been changing hands, some of it, I’m afraid,

  to speculative purchasers. I . . .”




  “That’s it, Mr. Mayor; that’s just exactly it!” A thin, dark man had sprung to his feet in the body of the Chamber, his eye flashing with excitement. “That’s

  what happens in this lovely capitalist country. We, a public body, try to build homes for our struggling workers—poor, cramped boxes of homes they’ll be, too, if some of you gentlemen

  have your way—and the first thing that happens is that some filthy speculator jumps in and runs up the price!”




  “Order! Order!”




  “That’s Tom Garrett,” explained Alderman Cottle. “One of these socialist fellows, with a bee in his bonnet about capitalism. All the same, it’s a bit thick. . .

  .”




  “And how do these speculators know we’re going to buy? Where do they get their information from?”




  Garrett’s thin hands were clenched. The sharp outlines of his shoulder-blades heaved, under stress of his emotion, beneath the well-worn blue jacket.




  “They get it from members of your committee, Mr. Alderman Dodleigh! There’s a leak there. Or else in your Finance Committee, Mr. Trant! That’s where all our nabobs are;

  you’ve got our borough capitalists! We working men aren’t allowed on your Finance Committee; we might want to know too much!”




  “Order! Order!” The Council was getting impatient. “Put him down, Mr. Mayor.”




  “I think . . .” began the Mayor, but Garrett broke out again.




  “Oh yes, you can put me down, or you can put me out, but you won’t stop my mouth. When I find corruption I shall cry it—in the market place if you turn me out of this Chamber.

  And there’s corruption going on in our high places. How do we know that it’s not some of our own Councillors—or more likely our own Aldermen—who are lining their pockets by

  their own . . .”




  Sir John Assington rose heavily to his feet.




  “I call you to order, Mr. Garrett,” he said. “This is the first time that any member of the Council has made such a gross charge against his fellow-Councillors, and I hope it

  will be the last. Such a suggestion must be repudiated by every decent-minded man and woman in this Council—it should never have been made. I am satisfied that no leakage of confidential

  information takes place from any of our committees, still less is there any shadow of foundation for the suggestion that Councillors or Aldermen are turning their confidential knowledge to their

  own personal advantage. I call on the Chairman of the Housing Committee to continue.”




  Before Dodleigh could move, however, Alderman Trant had risen from his seat at the end of the bench of Aldermen. He was a short, broad-shouldered man, with dark hair, slightly tinged with grey

  at the temples; his eyes were deep-set but intensely alive; his nose short and thick; the firm lines of his mouth and chin indicated the thrust and determination which Alderman Cottle had

  attributed to him. His voice was deep and resonant, the words coming deliberately and clearly.




  “You may be satisfied, as you say, Mr. Mayor; I can well believe that you are. But I am very sure that no other man, woman or mouse in this Chamber is. No wonder public money was wasted;

  no wonder public affairs were muddled, when we left them in the hands of gentlemen of leisure, with no knowledge and experience of business and no desire except to get through things with as little

  fuss and trouble as possible. Thank God, things are different now. You are Mayor of this borough, Sir John—you are the figure-head—and, if I may say so, a very handsome figure-head; but

  please leave the management of the borough’s affairs in the hands of business men who have got their eyes open and their ears unstuck.”




  There was a frozen silence as Trant paused; the Council seemed stunned by the deliberate cruelty of this attack upon their Chairman; an attack, too, delivered by so responsible a member as the

  Chairman of the Finance Committee.




  Race, whose wandering attention had been instantly caught by the vitality of the speaker, turned his eyes to Sir John Assington, and saw that the latter’s handsome face had become a dull

  red; then, even as he watched, the colour ebbed away, leaving it deadly white. The Chief Constable glanced at his companion and saw that he, too, was pale with anger.




  But Trant had not finished. No longer addressing the Chair, he turned towards the Council.




  “I say deliberately, gentlemen, that I am not satisfied. You have heard what Alderman Dodleigh has said about speculative land purchase. I know something about land

  purchase—I’m an auctioneer. I know that that land has been forced up to a fictitious value, and I agree with Mr. Garrett that the rise is due to leakage of information and probably to

  worse. Further than that, I have a strong suspicion as to the source of this leakage, and I give, here and now, my definite assurance to the Council that I shall not rest until I have brought the

  culprit to book, however securely entrenched he may consider himself to be.”




  Trant’s voice stopped, but his eyes, hard and challenging, moved slowly over the crowded seats before him, then deliberately along the bench of Aldermen on his right. In silence he resumed

  his seat.




  Sir John Assington sat motionless, his eyes fixed upon the desk in front of him, a black frown upon his brow. Mardyke, the Deputy Mayor, rose in his place. He was a slim, well-dressed man in the

  early forties, with a clean-shaven, intelligent face and a pleasant smile. His light, modulated voice fell like a cooling shower upon the heated atmosphere.




  “I think, Mr. Mayor,” he said, “that we are in some danger of allowing our natural indignation to disturb our equilibrium. It is a revolting idea that our attempt to build

  decent homes for our working population should be hindered and made more expensive—and the expense, mind you, will fall partly upon the occupier in the form of increased rents and

  rates—by people whose only idea is to put money in their own pockets. I agree with Alderman Trant that the circumstances must be thoroughly investigated, but I am sure that he is already

  regretting his extraordinary reflection upon the dignity of the Chair. (Hear, hear.) It is not so long since I had myself the honour to be Mayor of this borough, and I have no recollection of

  regarding myself as a figure-head; on the contrary I was—and am—convinced that the local world revolved about me. The time is not so far distant when Alderman Trant may find himself in

  the same position, and I tremble to think what will happen if anyone then regards him as of purely decorative value. I believe in freedom of speech; I advocate no muzzling order—but let the

  hunt be directed where the real quarry lies.”




  By the time Mardyke had finished, the atmosphere in the Chamber had sensibly cleared; the Mayor had recovered his balance and was able, with a joke at his own expense, to stop any further

  discussion of his personal position. The report of the Housing Committee was adopted and the Council turned to a consideration of the question of an increased motor service between Quenborough and

  the greater world.




  “Clever devil, Mardyke,” said Cottle. “You notice how he turned Trant’s attack, which was obviously personal to Assington, into a reflection upon the dignity of the

  Chair. Easier to pass it off that way.”




  Race looked at his companion with a speculative eye, as if considering just how far he could carry his natural curiosity.




  “The Mayor seemed to take Mr. Trant’s remarks pretty hard,” he said. “I thought public men were accustomed to personal attacks. Sir John looked black as night; is he a

  funny-tempered man?”




  Cottle considered before answering.




  “I shouldn’t say that,” he replied. “Not as a general rule. But Assington’s a man with a deep sense of family pride—of personal dignity. He’s a

  gentleman—in the old sense of the word; about the only one on the Council. He never wanted to come on, but I persuaded him to—we’re old personal friends, though I’m not of

  his class any more than the others are. Assington’s not a clever man, but he’s got common sense, and, above all, he’s got no axe to grind. People trust him absolutely, and

  that’s what we want here. Listen to them now—they’re discussing whether there shall be more motor-buses between here and Birmingham. The drapers and grocers—the big

  store-keepers like myself—are opposing it because they’re afraid Quenborough people will go to Birmingham to buy their shirts and sausages. The caterers and tobacconists are supporting

  it because Birmingham people will come to see the Castle ruins and’ll stop for lunch and buy picture postcards. Assington, and perhaps Mardyke there—hullo, he’s gone—are

  about the only members who can be trusted to vote for a case on its merits.”




  “And yourself, sir,” said the Chief Constable with a smile.




  Cottle shook his head.




  “I’ve voted crooked before now, more shame to me,” he said. “No, business men have their value, as Trant says, but so have gentlemen. That’s why I wanted Assington.

  It was a job to get him, but he came in and he gave up a lot to do it—gave up his pack of hounds and his yacht—he’s a rich man; a widower. That’s why it’s such a

  damned shame to attack him. He’s touchy about it, I won’t deny—knows he’s done the big thing in taking up Borough Council work, and thinks everybody else ought to know it

  too. So they do, most of ’em, but Trant’s no respecter of persons. He’s been rude to him before. He’s a pusher and he doesn’t mind whom he hurts on his way.”




  “He’d get a bit hurt himself in some places,” said Race. “Not so long ago a remark of that kind would have meant a horse-whipping—or pistols for two and coffee for

  one.”




  





  Chapter Two




  In the Club




  PUNCTUALLY at a quarter past five the Council adjourned for tea. The interval would last for three-quarters of an hour, to enable members to return to

  their offices, if they wished, and finish up arrears of their own business; the majority, however, adjourned to the club—for members and ex-members of the Borough Council—which was

  housed under the same roof as the Council Chamber and offices. This very convenient arrangement was due to the fact that the building had once comprised the Crown Court and Judge’s Lodgings,

  but since the concentration of the Circuit in 1928, Assizes were no longer held in Quenborough and the Council had moved from its old offices into these more spacious quarters.




  As the Borough Councillors jostled their way out of the Council Chamber into the lobby, Charles Race in the Gallery could hear a buzz of excited conversation rising to ever-increasing volume; it

  was evident that the accusations of Garrett and the outspokenness of Alderman Trant would provide food for municipal gossip for a much longer period than the tea interval. The Chief Constable found

  a new interest in studying the faces of these representatives of democracy to whom he must now owe the allegiance which formerly had been due to his superior officers. The majority, he saw, were

  elderly men—respectable burgesses who had risen from small beginnings to the control of the local trade and professional enterprises—shopkeepers, merchants, house-agents, doctors,

  publicans, solicitors, one or two working men or clerks, younger than the rest—men who, like Garrett, had caught the fancy of the electors in the poorer wards—the “disruptive

  element,” as the staid Aldermen called them.




  At the present moment, thought Race, all the members looked younger than their real ages; their faces were lit up by interest and excitement; giving to some a boyish, to others even a childish

  expression. In the drab, uneventful life of a provincial town this little flash of scandal was a godsend; it quickened sluggish pulses, almost awakened

  dormant—moribund—imaginations.




  As Race watched the Aldermen and Councillors, he was himself under close and shrewd observation. Alderman Cottle was taking this opportunity to study closely this newcomer to the municipal life

  of Quenborough. He saw a man of medium height and sturdy build; apparently about thirty-five years old, but with the set jaw and lined skin of one who has known much trouble and anxiety. One side

  of the Chief Constable’s face was disfigured by a scar which, running downward from the corner of the mouth to the jawbone, gave an added grimness to the expression. Blue eyes which

  constantly sparkled with humour relieved the effect of the mouth and even, Cottle thought, suggested that the man’s character was not so dour, not even perhaps so strong, as a first glance

  suggested. The shrewd old Alderman had a feeling that though Captain Charles Race would be conscientious, would earnestly try to do his duty, he would not be absolutely inflexible. Probably his

  natural sympathy would be often at war with his sense of duty; possibly the balance of his judgment would be susceptible to influence—and particularly to feminine influence.




  So thought Frank Cottle, senior Alderman of the Borough of Quenborough, and no mean judge of character. Still, guesswork was no knowledge.




  As the Council Chamber cleared, Mr. Cottle led his companion down into the lobby and along a passage down which the last of the Councillors were disappearing.1




  “We’ll have tea in the hall,” said Cottle. “I’ve ordered a table there. These cackling old women’ll all congregate in the smoking-room. Assington’s

  going to join us for tea and he won’t want to shove his head into that hen-yard.”




  The passage, in the right side of which were the doors of various offices, was lit by a sash window at the far end and on the left by a French window which opened on to a small courtyard; beyond

  this was the door which led into the club premises. Opening it the two men found themselves in a well-furnished hall; on the brown paper walls hung the portraits of past Mayors of Quenborough,

  together with one or two heads of remarkably tame-looking wild beasts and a small bronze memorial-plaque, dedicated to members of the Council who had fallen in the Great War. A large fire roared in

  the open hearth, and the floor was warmly carpeted, but there were no chairs except round the small tea-table which had been placed in the only corner which did not contain a door. The room was

  lit—in daytime—by a window giving on to the courtyard, into which also looked the Council Chamber and the two passages from it to the club.




  Alderman Cottle pointed to the various doors: “Dining-room; smoking-room; cloak-room, lavatories and staircase to upper floor; card-room; Alderman’s Door; door we came in

  by—six doors, but when they’re all shut this isn’t a bad corner; as I said, we shall have it to ourselves.”




  “Alderman’s Door? What does that mean?” asked Race.




  “It leads down a passage called ‘Alderman’s Passage,’ to another door that opens on to the dais at the top end of the Council Chamber, where the Mayor’s chair and

  the Aldermen’s bench are. Supposed to be used only by the Mayor and Aldermen. As a matter of fact the passage also leads to the porter’s quarters, and I don’t doubt he uses

  it—he’s caretaker of the club as well—Sergeant-Major Hallis.”




  “What, Hallis of the Q.L.I.?”




  “That’s the chap. Assington got him appointed—he’s got a soft spot for Q.L.I. men, as you know.”




  “I do indeed,” said Race gratefully.




  “Hallis had a black mark against him—against an otherwise fine record. He got into trouble of some kind—not money or drink, but a quarrel of sorts—in the last job he was

  in. The selection committee wouldn’t have taken him if it hadn’t been for Assington. He carries weight, as I told you. Shouldn’t wonder if Trant’s grouse wasn’t plain

  jealousy, though he’s a big man in his way.”




  “Hallis was my Company-Sergeant-Major at Arras in ’18,” said Race. “I was only with the company for a short time, because I didn’t join that battalion till after

  the German push, and I got hit as soon as we moved forward in August. I should have said he was a first-class fellow; hard as nails and absolutely fearless. He was always up in the line and in a

  push—not like some C.S.M.s who had ‘indispensable’ work in the transport lines. I don’t know what his trouble was, of course, but I’m glad he got this job.”




  Alderman Cottle looked at his watch.




  “Assington’s a long time,” he said. “He usually stays behind for a bit to talk to the Clerk, but not more than five minutes as a rule. Trant always stays, too, and works

  at something or other—either Finance business or his own. He never comes in to tea; got a healthy contempt for his fellow-Councillors and their gossip, I fancy. Ah, here he is.”




  The Alderman’s Door opened and Sir John Assington came into the hall. He was a tall, handsome man of about sixty, with grey hair, a clipped grey moustache, weather-beaten skin and

  well-preserved figure; a typical country gentleman of the military, fox-hunting type. He had clear blue eyes and a square, rather obstinate-looking chin. His skin, as he shook hands with the Chief

  Constable, felt crisp and fresh, and he had the clean, rather carbolicy smell of a man who smokes a lot, takes active exercise, has two or three baths a day and is always washing his hands.




  “Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said. “Glad you were able to have a look at us, Race; more like a parrot-house than usual this afternoon, I’m afraid—with myself,

  apparently, as the multi-coloured cockatoo.”




  He laughed, but the Chief Constable thought that none the less Sir John was still a good deal upset by the incident he referred to; there was a slight tremble in the hand that poured milk into

  his cup, and the eyes did not share in the mouth’s laughter.




  “Captain Race tells me that he knew Sergeant-Major Hallis in the War,” said Cottle.




  “Oh yes, Hallis, good chap,” said Sir John absently, his thoughts apparently on something else. “Tell me, Frank, was I wrong to pull up that chap Garrett?”




  “Of course you weren’t!” declared Cottle decidedly. “You can’t have that sort of thing being said at a public meeting with the Press slapping it all down like a lot

  of greedy cats. All the same, I don’t quite like the story—Trant’s evidently on to it too. That chap Garrett talks a lot of rot—a lot of offensive rot too—but

  he’s not a fool; he often puts his finger on the spot.”




  “I know, Frank; I know. I realise that, but I felt what you do about the Press. I thought of having a talk with him quietly after the meeting, but you know what those Labour fellows are;

  if you try to approach them in a friendly way they think you’re trying to get at them or do them down somehow; I thought it best to leave things alone.” He turned to the Chief

  Constable: “But we mustn’t bore you, with our shop, Race,” he said. “You were talking of Hallis; were you together in France?”




  Race repeated what he had already told Cottle of his knowledge of Sergeant-Major Hallis. Sir John nodded assent to the Chief Constable’s estimate of his former subordinate’s

  character.




  “Yes, a fine fellow—so my poor Edward used always to tell me. Glad I was able to get him taken on here. Some of these fools wanted to turn him down because he got a bad chit from his

  last place—caretaker in a club, too. I heard all about it; some bounder tried to be familiar with his daughter and Hallis laid him out. Pretty girl, the daughter, I must say. Did you know

  her, Race?”




  The Chief Constable laughed.




  “There weren’t any pretty daughters in front of Arras in ’18, Sir John,” he said.




  “‘Who takes care of the caretaker’s daughter when the caretaker’s busy taking care?’” muttered Alderman Cottle unexpectedly.




  “Frank, you’re an old rip,” said Sir John. “Give me one of those buns, Race.”




  Race handed the plate of buns to Sir John, but as he did so accidentally struck it against a cup of tea, the contents of which slopped over on to the baronet’s trousers and the floor.




  “I’m most awfully sorry, sir,” exclaimed the horrified Chief Constable. Sir John, however, was quite unmoved. His hand went instinctively to his coat pocket as if to mop up the

  mess with his handkerchief, but he checked himself, and, rising to his feet, walked across to the electric bell-push by the fire.




  “Better let the waiter tackle it,” he said. “One usually makes things worse.”




  He pressed the bell, but as he did so, the door by which Cottle and Race had entered was flung open and a woman staggered into the hall. For a moment she stood holding on to the door, gasping as

  if for breath; her face was white and her eyes wide with terror. Race saw with horror that there was blood upon her hands and on her well-cut tweed coat and skirt. For a second the three men stared

  at her, then Cottle broke the silence.




  “Good God, Mrs. Trant!” he exclaimed. “What on earth’s happened?”




  The woman turned her distraught eyes upon him.




  “My husband!” she exclaimed hoarsely. She paused, and then, in little more than a whisper: “He’s dead!”




  





  Chapter Three




  The Swedish Knife




  “DEAD?” “How?” “Where?” “An accident?”




  The questions tumbled over one another.




  “No, no, he’s been killed—murdered!” The note of anguish in her voice brought Race to a full realisation of tragedy.




  “He’s terribly hurt—bleeding—oh God!”




  Mrs. Trant pressed her hands to her face and sobbed convulsively. Cottle put his arm round her shoulders and muttered: “There, there”; then looked rather helplessly round at

  Assington. Sir John was still standing by the fireplace, his hand stretched towards the bell, but his face, white and stricken, turned towards Mrs. Trant. The smoking-room door opened and several

  members, attracted by Mrs. Trant’s cry, hurried into the hall. The Chief Constable pulled himself together.




  “Stay here everyone, please,” he exclaimed, “except Sir John. Will one of you gentlemen telephone for a doctor and to police headquarters for Superintendent Vorley and a couple

  of men?”




  He turned, to find Mrs. Trant already disappearing through the door by which she had entered. Sir John, who had evidently recovered from his shock, had started towards the Alderman’s Door,

  but changed his direction to follow Mrs. Trant. Race and Cottle hurried after them and saw Mrs. Trant turn into the Council Chamber.




  The big room appeared at first sight to be empty; the dark old panelling and empty benches gave an impression of sombre gloom that was rather heightened than relieved by the garish light thrown

  by the great chandelier hanging from the ceiling. From the floor of the Chamber Race could just make out a dark figure huddled across the desk in front of the end seat on the Aldermen’s

  dais.




  Sir John had caught up Mrs. Trant and was trying to restrain her from again approaching her husband’s body.




  “Don’t, please, don’t go to him again, Mrs. Trant,” he raged. “It will only distress you more. We’ll take care of him now. Frank, help me.”




  Mrs. Trant tore herself free, her eyes wild with hysteria. She darted towards the dais, but the Chief Constable’s sharp command checked her.




  “Stop, please. I want nobody in here except the Mayor. Mr. Cottle, will you please take care of Mrs. Trant. I’m sorry, madam, but this is a matter for the police now—the body

  must not be disturbed.”




  Race, who had never before in his life been faced by such a situation, found himself talking like a detective novel—the only source of information from which, in the emergency, he could

  draw. His intervention, if crude, was certainly effective. Mrs. Trant stopped, hesitated, and then turned back, the excitement gone from her eyes, which had become dull and miserable.




  “Take her home, Frank,” said Sir John. “Mrs. Cottle will look after her better than any of us can.”




  With fatherly solicitude the old Alderman put his arm through Mrs. Trant’s and led her gently away. Race and Sir John watched them go and then turned again towards the still figure on the

  dais.




  As they did so, there was a sound of hurrying footsteps in the lobby; the door swung open and a uniformed police-superintendent, followed by two constables, came in and saluted.




  “Glad to see you, Mr. Vorley,” said Race. “Your men had better stay in the lobby and keep people out. We haven’t looked at the body yet.”




  Suddenly realising that he had only got Mrs. Trant’s word for it that her husband was actually dead, Race hurried up on to the dais and bent over the crumpled body. One glance, to a man

  who had seen death in many forms, was enough. The dead man was still sitting in his chair, but his body was flung forward against the desk, the head turned sideways so that one cheek lay on the

  blotting-pad. The exposed eye was wide open and staring along the desk in ghastly surprise. From the right side of the neck protruded the handle of a knife; there was blood on the neck and collar,

  and more upon the papers and the desk against which the dead man lay. Although the body was seated the legs were in a semi-kneeling position, the right one being thrust back outside the chair. The

  left arm was on the desk, the right one dangling straight down.




  “Dead all right,” said Race quietly.




  Vorley nodded.




  “As mutton, sir.”




  The Chief Constable glanced at Sir John to see how this rather ghoulish remark had affected him, and saw that he was white and evidently deeply shocked by the terrible scene. Race realised that

  his companion had probably not been in the War and might never have seen a sight so common to himself. In any case, of course, it was always much worse when such things happened to somebody one

  knew intimately.




  “Anyone know anything about it, sir?” asked the Superintendent. “Who found him?”




  “His wife,” said Race. “At least, I suppose she was his wife?” he added, turning to Sir John.




  Assington nodded.




  “Yes, yes, she was his wife,” he said, in a curiously harsh voice. Then, after a slight pause, “I left him in here only a few minutes ago. He was writing. I must have been the

  last person to see him alive.”




  Superintendent Vorley eyed him sharply.




  “Except the murderer, sir,” he said.




  “Of course.”




  “Which way did you leave the hall, sir? The way we came in?”




  Assington pointed to the door close to them on the dais.




  “No, by this one, as I always do. I went straight through to the club, where I joined Mr. Cottle and Captain Race.”




  “Did you meet anyone in the passage, sir?”




  “No.”




  “How long——?”




  Once again the door from the lobby was thrown open to admit, this time, a small man with a bag in his hand and the medical profession exuding from every pore.




  “Long time coming, I’m afraid, gentlemen,” he exclaimed as he bustled up to the group. “Baby, you know, first child, mother no chicken, must start right even if

  you’ve got to finish—hullo, what’s this? Knife? Ts. Ts. Hadn’t grasped that; thought it was heart or something; these telephone messages!”




  Talking incessantly, though with no apparent interest in his audience, the doctor whipped off his coat, rolled up his sleeves, and after the most cursory touch of the dead man’s wrist,

  began, with deft fingers, to ease the knife out of Trant’s neck.




  Superintendent Vorley’s hurried “Don’t touch the handle, sir!” he had brushed aside with an impatient “Ts. Ts. Know what I’m about,” and he achieved his

  object by holding only the ring at the end of the knife-handle, whilst with the fingers of his other hand he pressed down the edges of the wound to give resistance.




  As the blade came clear there was a slight gush of blood, but a clot soon formed and stopped the flow.




  Still holding the knife by its ring, the little man dangled it in front of Vorley.




  “Handy weapon,” he said. “Six-inch blade, sharp point, rigid, dagger in fact.”




  “It’s one of those Swedish knives, sir,” said the Superintendent. “The blade takes right out of the handle and fits back inside it, endways on, when it’s not in

  use—that catch releases it. They used to be very popular when I was a lad, but you don’t see ’em so often now. Just the thing for a job like this ’cos the blade won’t

  turn over on your fingers; might be able to trace the murderer by it—I wonder he left it.”




  The doctor meanwhile was carefully examining the wound, apparently studying the softness of the blood-clot. This done, he flexed the fingers, peered into the eyes, and looked at the thermometer.

  Finally he straightened his back, rolled down his sleeves, and resumed his coat.




  “Big blood vessel under clavical severed; bled to death, two or three minutes,” he said. “Not more than half an hour ago. Might be a quarter, but think more, nothing sluggish

  about Trant. That fit in?”




  He turned his bright, bird-like eyes round the group, fixing them interrogatively on Race.




  “Oh, you don’t know our new Chief Constable, do you?” said Sir John. “Captain Race—Dr. Gribling.”




  “Pleased to meet you; pleased to meet you; circumstances not my choice. Any more I can do now, gentlemen? Good evening, then—that baby, must have a look. Let me know if you want a

  P.M., Superintendent.” Without waiting fur further formalities, the little man whisked himself out by the way he had come.
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