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Chapter 1


A Strangling Interrupted


The purpling sky of Istanbul made her crowded minarets and towers glow like enormous jewels. As the raw red orb of the sun spread its dwindling rays, the muezzins chanted the evening summons to prayer. Their musical clamour resonated across timeworn rooftops. Muslims streamed to their mosques, while Orthodox Christians departed their churches.


The last admonishing notes of the ṣalāt al-maġrib echoed into the distance, leaving behind a moment of seeming silence.


Several curious people noted a figure passing through the narrow lanes and shadowed alleyways. Tall and slim, the individual wore a smart black suit with a fedora angled low over the face.


They strode quickly and purposefully, with eyes fixed unswervingly ahead, for one could not afford to cast a sidelong glance when stalking the hulking yet slippery brute known as Suleyman the Strangler!


Tenaciously the follower stuck close to the killer, through the old neighbourhood, with its crooked and decrepit tenements leaning against each other as if exhausted by age. Were one to collapse, the others would fall like dominoes.


Stars salted the sky, but between the precarious dwellings the gloom only deepened. Candlelight and oil lamps provided illumination here and there, slanting from gaps in drawn blinds and closed shutters, briefly flickering as the hunted and the hunter went by.


Candlelight! This part of the city had been without a gas supply for nine days. Now the electricity had failed. Again, as so frequently happened, the infrastructure had faltered under the strain of hauling an ancient metropolis into the twentieth century.


Only the Strangler and his pursuer welcomed the darkness.


Intent, they pushed on through the Old Quarter. The follower, in thin rubber-soled shoes, found it hard going over the worn cobblestones but never fell behind, never lost sight of the lumbering creature as he skirted a manufacturing district where dyers and tanners proliferated, the air saturated with their rancid stench. Mint sellers offered sprigs to alleviate it. Suleyman and his shadow paid them no heed.


Nor did they notice, as they entered that busier zone of shops and residences, the half-veiled temptresses enticing them from murky doorways, the beggars wheedling for baksheesh, or the inebriated men shouting invitations to drink. They did not hear the distorted, cheap French jazz record jangling from an upper window, or the throbbing tom-toms that accompanied a zither in some hidden square nearby.


An old man kicked a whimpering dog and laughed. A woman sobbed hysterically. Something heavy dropped with a splintering crash. In the distance a cursing lad tried to start a stubborn motorcycle.


All this was ignored.


The pair progressed northward, stepping suddenly from foul air into pungent and delicious fragrances, as if a tangible border existed between the atmosphere of the tanneries and that of the spice market ahead.


The murmured prayers of those devout Muslims who remained in their mosques were barely detectible beneath the sounds of the yelling merchants and their customers.


Suleyman shoved through them all, like a silverback gorilla casually crashing through thick jungle. He came to the famous Galata Bridge. On the other side, the docks, offices, banks, agencies, embassies, and other buildings of mercantile Galata boasted power with their twinkling lights. Electricity there.


Also wicked, premeditated murder!


Passions and tempers ran high on this sultry and breathless April night. Arguing Turks and Armenians thronged the bridge; Greeks and Jews, Western Europeans and Arabs, exiles from a once-imperial Russia, even Chinese, all getting in each other’s way, all unrestrained in their opinions of one another.


No one, however, dared to object as Suleyman elbowed them aside, especially when the power supply abruptly snapped back on in the Old Quarter, the lights lining the bridge blazing into incandescent life, revealing him in all his awful immensity.


Suleyman the Strangler was a solid mass of meat and bone, small-headed and slope-browed, with bristling black hair, beady eyes, and an apishly wide mouth. His legs were short, his shoulders vast, his arms thick, and the hands knotted, sinewy and lethal. He had once been a pehlivan—an oil wrestler—notorious for killing two opponents and breaking the bones of many others. Since then, less sporting forms of violence had added to his infamy.


He was a brute who plainly struggled to form a coherent thought, but whose loyalty to his owner—of a certainty, he was more an owned beast than a free man—was absolute.


Who could command blind devotion from such a subhuman monster?


Some in Istanbul could answer the question in two words, whispered but never spoken, and only ever uttered where they could not possibly be overheard.


Suleyman’s master was


The Red King!


For three years, from the very day Constantinople was reborn as Istanbul, the Red King, the mysterious master assassin, had terrorised the city. He and his gang were ruthless. His victims were many, his methods terrible and cruel, his motives a mystery. He confined himself to no single nationality, race, or religion. Most of his victims were men, but he had killed women, too, and even, once, a child.


Turks said he was a Latvian Jew. Others claimed him to be an Arabian sheikh and leader of a bandit tribe. In a British Secret Service file he was identified as a half Greek, half Kurd who had served with the Okhrana, the Guard Department—the Russian secret police—before the Petrograd uprising of 1917. Beneath this latter assertion, the word “Unconfirmed” was stamped, and under that, someone had scrawled, Red King—red herring.


In truth, the assassin was a mystery that, due to the unique nature of “the City of the World’s Desire,” spanned two continents.


But—


“If I have anything to do with it,” the one who followed Suleyman vowed, “the Red King’s henchman will commit no murder tonight!”


The silent pursuit continued.


At the end of the bridge, Suleyman swung left and ploughed through a group of dockhands, upsetting their backgammon boards. With cigarettes between their calloused fingers and acrid smoke billowing from their mouths, they gesticulated furiously and cursed him for his bad manners … but only after he was well beyond them. They had quickly taken his dimensions into account.


He made his way toward Kasimpasa, one of the oldest residential districts, a sprawl of cheap, single-storey dwellings mostly occupied by sailors and harbour workers.


The crowds were soon left behind, and now that there were fewer people and more streetlamps, it might be noticed that Suleyman the Strangler, in addition to being hunted, was hunting.


His follower knew that some distance ahead, strode a Frenchman named Apollinaire de Villiers. He was a married gentleman of fifty-five who had allowed himself to be seduced by a woman two decades his junior. She called herself Mademoiselle Béatrice Lefevre. It was an alias, but had de Villiers known, he would not have cared. She was extraordinarily lovely, very charming, and so obviously wealthy that he had no qualms concerning her motives. She desired him, not his money.


Like Suleyman, Béatrice Lefevre was a member of the Red King gang.


Three, not two, then, were making their way to an assignment with death. The adulterer, the monster, and the slender figure in black.


They bypassed the commercial centre and ventured into the suburbs crammed onto Galata’s slopes.


Suddenly, again, the power cut out, as if Suleyman’s unholy presence somehow eclipsed all light.


From a house on the other side of the road, male voices raised an ironic cheer.


Someone yelled, “Yaşasın Kemal ve beceriksiz hükümeti!”


Long live Kemal and his incompetent government!


The Strangler did not pause. He lurched past a café, lit by a single candle, and filled with bearded men in greasy trilbies, peaked caps, and turbans. They were smoking flavoured tobacco from hookahs, and drinking minted teas and sugar-laden, sludge-bottomed coffee. And, in jabbering clamour, they enthusiastically heaped insults upon the president’s decade-old republic, with its tidal wave of reforms and modernisations, and its absolute inability to keep the gas or electricity flowing. Yesterday, they had praised him. Now, they cursed him. Tomorrow, they would erect statues to celebrate him.


The streets grew narrower, quieter, darker still.


The black-suited pursuer saw, for the first time, de Villiers, far ahead, passing through the glow of an abandoned food vendor’s brazier, its owner doubtless in a nearby bar. The Frenchman strode on with confidence. He obviously knew the area and did not fear for his safety, sure that he could talk, or, if necessary, bribe his way out of any potential difficulty.


More cautious now, Suleyman, some fifty yards behind, crossed the road and slipped from doorway to doorway, gradually closing the distance.


To the rear, and doing the same, came the follower.


One after the other, they reached a wide alley sloping up in long, shallow, cobbled steps. A brief spring shower earlier in the day had left the ground puddled with fresh rainwater. The acrid odour of vinegar from a hundred-year-old pickling shop cut the muggy air. Scavenger dogs yipped around piled garbage, slinking away as the three approached. From the Golden Horn came the mournful bawl of a departing ship.


De Villiers disappeared.


The last of the trio drew a snub-nosed S&W .38 police special.


The Frenchman had turned into a narrow passage, expecting to find a door at the end of it; the entrance to an apartment, in which he imagined Béatrice Lefevre waited in an enticing state of déshabillé. She would claim, no doubt, that it was to accommodate the night’s warmth.


De Villiers had considered it an unlikely district in which to arrange an illicit assignation, but she had quickly persuaded him of the advantages. This would be the last place her husband suspected, should he wonder where she was. Moreover, property here was cheap. She was able to rent the little “bolt-hole” without Monsieur Lefevre noticing the expense.


That, at least, is what she had told her lover.


However, as he now discovered, his petite Béatrice was not in the apartment. There was no apartment. The passage was a cul-de-sac.


“Mon Dieu! Ai-je fait une erreur? N’est-ce pas la bonne adresse?” he muttered.


He turned.


Thick fingers clamped around his neck.


Suddenly, he could not breathe. A mountainous form loomed over him. He pulled desperately at meaty wrists. They were as immovable as rock. He was lifted off his feet, the strain on his neck agonising. His ears rang. His last breath squeaked with dissonant terror.


A husky command rang out. “Put him down, Suleyman, or I’ll shoot you through the head!”


The giant wheeled, swinging de Villiers. The Frenchman’s vertebrae crunched, almost breaking.


The Strangler snarled like a dog. “Huh?”


“Don’t pretend to be dumber than you are. I know you understand English. Drop him and put up your hands. I shall count to three; then I’ll shoot.”


Through blurring eyes, de Villiers saw a tall, slim figure outlined in the mouth of the passageway.


“One!”


The Red King’s man grunted and barked, “Suleyman!”


“I know who you are, stupid! Two!”


“I kill.”


“Trust me,” said the other, “I’ll kill you first. Three!” A moment of stillness and silence, then, “I warned you!”


Crack!


A shot echoed down the passage.


De Villiers, abruptly released, crumpled to his knees. He sucked air desperately through his bruised windpipe.


“Put ’em up, Suleyman! Now!”


The Frenchman scrambled frantically across the ground toward his saviour.


“Get out of here,” the shooter snapped at him. “Run! And don’t see the Lefevre woman again. This was her doing, you dupe!”


De Villiers pushed himself up, slipped past his rescuer, and took to his heels. He left the passage, raced across the cobbled street, plunged into another black opening on the opposite side, and became nothing more than fading footsteps.


“Your attention, Suleyman! I just took off your right ear. That’s how good a shot I am. You’re now going to tell me the name of your master, and if you refuse, I’m going to put bullets through your hands, so you can never use them again. Understood? So, tell me: Who is the Red King?”


The beast took one shuffling pace forward, keeping his hands raised.


“Red King,” he rumbled, “is Red King.”


“Enough of that! Stay still!”


Suleyman growled deep in his throat. He advanced another half step and said, “Mr. Milk.”


“I won’t tell you again! Stay still. One more move and you’ll lose fingers.”


The brute grinned, his slablike teeth white in the darkness.


He took another step.


A flash, a report, and he howled as his left middle finger disappeared. He clutched at the wounded hand.


“Raise them!” the shooter commanded, voice pitched higher. “If you hold them like that, my next shot will go right through them and into your heart. Levez les mains, vite!”


With gore flowing and spattering onto the ground, Suleyman complied.


“Mr. Milk?” demanded the figure in black. “You say the Red King’s name is Mr. Milk?”


“No,” the killer rasped, “you work for Mr. Milk.”


“I do not. I have never heard of him.”


“Then—who sent you?”


“It is me interrogating you, my friend, not the other way around. I want everything you know about the Red King. And while you’re at it, you can tell me about your Milk man, too.”


“Huh!” Suleyman swayed and moaned in pain.


Gesturing with the pistol, the other said, “You had better start—”


The ex-wrestler pounced.


For such a big man, he was shockingly light on his feet. That great bulk moved as rapidly as a cobra. One second, he was standing unsteadily, the next, he had flung himself forward and barrelled into his opponent like an avalanche.


They careened out into the cobbled street. The gun went clattering away. Powerful fingers reached for a slender throat, but the blood made them slippery and the intended victim twisted, ducked, and jumped clear, losing the fedora in doing so.


Dark, bobbed hair flopped free of confinement.


“What?” Suleyman exclaimed. “A woman?”


It was no ordinary woman.


She slammed her fist into the side of his jaw. It hit with a resounding clack! His head snapped to one side, spittle spraying from his mouth.


Striking Suleyman, however, was akin to striking granite, particularly when his head was the target.


By the time she had regained her balance, his hands were again around her neck.


Now she was helpless.


Her fists thudded over and over into his ribs, her boots smashed against his shins, her knee went into his groin, but he was inexorable, and in a matter of moments, the strength drained out of her.


And he squeezed … and squeezed …
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Chapter 2


An Old Friend Encountered


A dense cloud of steam billowed from the Orient Express as it squealed and hissed to a halt in Stamboul’s busy railway terminus. Departing Paris three days ago, it had travelled through Munich and Vienna, Budapest and Bucharest, and was due in Turkey’s ancient capital at eleven thirty that April morning.


The doors banged open. Weary and grim-faced passengers disembarked, glancing irritably at the station clock.


It showed a few minutes past nine in the evening.


The delay had occurred in Munich. A little over a week ago, the recently elected National Socialist German Workers’ Party had dramatically purged Jewish and Leftist workers from the German Civil Service. Many bureaucratic duties, including the checking of travel documents, were now assigned to semiliterate Sturmabteilung. These brusque and aggressive Brownshirts offered no apology for the time taken to examine and stamp the passengers’ papers. They simply returned them, with contemptuous disregard, by flinging them onto the floor of the guard’s van. Then, while responding to indignant objections by drawing their pistols, they dragged a man, a woman, and a wailing child from the train before grudgingly permitting it to leave.


Now, nearly ten hours behind schedule, the metatemporal detective, Sir Seaton Begg, and his friend, Doctor “Taffy” Sinclair, stepped down from their carriage to the crowded platform. Begg was tall, rangy in build, with hawkish features and glittering blue-grey eyes. Sinclair was big, bluff, and balding.


They handed heavy suitcases to the most insistent porters. Begg gave brief instructions in Turkish.


“Phew! Poli at last!” Sinclair raised his voice above the station’s hubbub.


“Istanbul in this period, old man!” Begg almost shouted. “Though, you are not alone in sticking to ‘Constantinople.’ Alti Ok is shaking everything up, and about time, too, but I daresay it will take a few years for everyone to adjust.”


“Who?” the Welshman responded. “Isn’t Kemal the president?”


“He is. Alti Ok is a what, not a who. The Six Arrows of new Turkey! You’ve seen them on the flag, surely? Republicanism, populism, nationalism—oof!” A badly manoeuvred suitcase had caught him in the ribs. “—laicism, statism, and reformism,” he finished as the offending porter mumbled an apology and was swallowed into the hustle and bustle.


“It’s a little hedonism I’m after just now, Begg,” Sinclair yelled. “A generous supper, a long bath, and a comfortable bed!”


Begg chuckled. “Üc Ok, the Three Arrows of Contentment.”


Jostled and elbowed from all sides, refusing the touts and followed by their porters, they pushed their way through to the customs office. There, they waited for their luggage and papers to be scrutinised before exiting into a heaving mass of carriage drivers, hollering street urchins, whining mendicants, and smart dragomans with the names of various hotels on their caps.


They crossed to where an old-fashioned horse-drawn hansom waited. The porters heaved their cases up onto the roof, and accepted a generous tip. The duo clambered aboard, settled onto the worn seats, and sighed, finally feeling the relief of arrival. With their next breath, they drew in the magical romance of a city that had been, for centuries, the exotic setting for mysterious cloak-and-dagger intrigue, a part of the Great Game between empires. Though the world surged forcefully around it, Byzantium persisted, under new names and in various forms, a gateway between the continents, and—though few were aware of it—between the infinite planes of the multiverse.


“Here we are,” Begg declared, and rubbed his hands together.


With a despondent snort, the cab’s sleepy old horse gathered herself and set off at a lackadaisical trot, inserting the vehicle into a gap in the traffic.


The sun had set. The dense, humid evening air blurred the lights, which glowed amber and saffron from cafés and shops, bars and residential buildings. Neither Begg nor Sinclair were aware that those lights had only recently returned after the most recent of the frequent power failures.


They passed down streets thronged with people and vehicles, then crossed the Galata Bridge. Not a single tarboosh in sight, observed Begg as the hansom turned onto a northward-bound road flanking the docks. That style of hat, a symbol of the Ottoman Empire, was now banned. Its absence, he thought, dramatically altered the appearance of the ancient city. He had been in Constantinople when Mustafa Kemal Pasha made Turkey a republic. He had seen for himself the shock of rapid modernisation, the bewilderment of a population forcibly yanked from a fantasy of the past into the reality of the present. As difficult as it may be, it was, in his opinion, all for the good. Time cannot be halted, and only adaptation and progress can enable the human species to safely navigate its vicissitudes and opportunities. Stasis can only lead to stagnation and—


Bang!


A violent halt! The squealing horse reared back in the hansom’s struts. The two passengers, thrown forward then backward, banged their heads against the cabin’s rear board.


“Great heavens!” Sinclair cried out.


Begg knocked on the little roof hatch. “I say! Driver! Was that a gunshot?”


No response. The detective slid the hatch open and peered up. No driver!


“Trouble?” asked Sinclair.


“Possibly.”


Sliding down the window glass and reaching cautiously out and up, Begg groped for their cases, dragged them down and inside, and passed them to his companion. Sinclair unlocked one and took from it a couple of faux-Dresden figurines. He threw them to the floor and stamped on them. What he had told the customs officers were presents for Begg’s housekeeper, Mrs. Curry, shattered, revealing a pair of serviceable short-barrelled revolvers.


Begg pointed ahead to where a tram had just slid to a stop.


“Our next ride,” he said. “Keep your weapon concealed, use your suitcase as a shield, and don’t dawdle.”


He opened the cab door. They jumped down and—after Begg had briefly looked back at the hansom—crouched low and hurried to the half-full tram. Its passengers, all talking excitedly and gesticulating toward a group at the dockside, ignored them as they came aboard and found seats.


Begg scrutinised the street and saw every kind of man-drawn, donkey-drawn, horse-drawn, and motorised carriage, but none that appeared to be making a getaway.


“We were shot at,” he murmured to Sinclair as the tram creaked into motion. “The bullet hit the front corner of the hansom. I suppose it put the wind up the driver, and he made off.”


“Shot at from the docks?” queried Sinclair, indicating their fellow passengers. “Is that why they are so excited?”


Begg listened for a moment. “Ah! Someone got pushed into the water and was swept away.”


“The gunman, I hope. Did he recognise us on the train and follow us from the station? Surely, our cover isn’t blown already?”


“I saw nothing to suggest it.” Begg fingered his chin. “But I can’t imagine why anyone would want to shoot at a couple of visiting engineers, which, ostensibly, is what we are.” He shrugged. “Well, whoever it was and whatever their motive, I suppose they did us a favour. Now we know to be more careful.”


The tram clanked, groaned, and increased speed. Galata, with its famous tower and dirigible mast, humped up tier upon tier to the right, a dark mound sprinkled with sparkling points of illumination. As the tram clattered on, all those lights vanished, blocked by dock-facing warehouses. On the left, the Golden Horn reflected the spires and domes of the ancient city, giving the impression that, just beneath its rippling surface, the ghost of glorious Byzantium lurked.


Four times the tram stopped to allow people off and on, then it swung inland and rattled into the Kasimpasa quarter, beyond which it would steer right to ascend the hill into Pera.


Sinclair yawned. “How far to go? I’m growing a little weary, I must say.”


“Buck up, Taffy, old man. Haven’t you aways expressed a liking for the early years of the twentieth century? If I recall correctly, the Pera Palas Hotel is at her peak and just six stops farther on.”


A moment later, as the tram emitted a sigh and ground to a halt, he added, “We may have to foot it.” He nodded toward the conductor, who was repeatedly pressing the starter button on the small control panel. “Looks like a power cut. They aren’t uncommon in this time and place.”


The conductor turned miserably to address his passengers in French.


“Mesdames and messieurs, I apologise. The electricity has failed and we cannot continue. If you have far to go, you may want to wait until the repairmen resolve the problem. I cannot tell you when that will be. Not too long, I hope. Otherwise, it might be better to walk.” He gave an exaggerated shrug. “Je suis désolé.”


Begg turned to his friend. “It’s shank’s pony for us.”


“Humph!” As they disembarked, Sinclair patted his pocket to be sure of his pistol, then tested the weight of his suitcase. “Those Munich Brownshirts must have shoved a few bricks into my bag. I’m positive it wasn’t this heavy when I packed it. Perhaps we should have taken the R103 after all.”


“Airships have weight restrictions,” Begg observed. He eyed Sinclair’s waistline.


They crossed the street, walked to a junction, and turned right.


“We’ll cut through the residential district,” the detective said. “It’s not the most agreeable of areas, but if we were to follow the tramline it would take three times as long.”


They started up the gently sloping road and exchanged no words for the next ten minutes or so. Both were bone-tired and eager for the comforts of the hotel.


What few cafés they had passed were now far behind them. There was very little light. They picked their way carefully past puddles, tried—not always successfully—to avoid tripping on the widely spaced shallow steps, and occasionally swapped their suitcases from one hand to the other.


“Aren’t there urchins one can hire for lugging one’s bags?” grumbled Sinclair.


A gunshot echoed from a neighbouring street.


They stopped and exchanged a glance.


“Perhaps we have stepped into a war,” said Sinclair. “There have been two shots since our arrival.”


Begg, who had made a study of pistol and rifle acoustics, said, “It wasn’t military. Police? It was certainly a revolver. Standard issue, I’m pretty certain. Great heavens! It could have been one of our own!”


Sinclair checked his pocket. “But I haven’t lost my—” Then he realised what Begg meant. “A British Temporal Service agent?”


Abruptly someone burst from a side alley and cannoned straight into them, sending the pathologist to his knees. Begg grabbed the newcomer by the elbow, stopping him dead.


“What is it? What has happened?”


“The Strangler!” the man cried out in French-accented English. “Let me go! He tried to kill me! I have to get away!”


“You shot him?”


“No!” The man pulled his arm free. “But, of course not.” He pointed into the side alley. “It was the other.”


“There’s someone else? Where are—?”


Another report cracked. The same gun.


The Frenchman yelped, jumped clear, and continued his wild flight down the hill.


“Come on, Taffy,” Begg snapped. “Someone’s in trouble.”


They set off at a run along the narrow alleyway, barely able to see, guided only by the very dim outline of the opening at the other end. This gave onto another street, rising parallel to the one they had already traversed. It was empty. They dashed across it into another alley.


Then they were out, almost colliding with a bullet-headed mountain of muscle in whose throttling grip hung a dark-haired woman, her face blue in the starlight.


Begg reacted without thought. Not stopping to draw his gun, he swung his heavy suitcase, all his momentum behind it, and thudded it into the assailant’s head.


The man rocked to the left—straight into Sinclair’s case, which was coming at him from that direction.


The double impact struck with such force that the vicious grip at once fell away from the woman’s neck. She folded to the cobbles.


Begg, still in motion, assessed the man’s immense proportions, dug in his heels, and swept his case back up in a near vertical line, slamming it to the point of the other’s chin.


The brute’s head jerked backward with a horrible clack. He keeled over, but was immediately on his feet again. His dark, demonic face turned to Begg, teeth exposed in an animalistic snarl, but when he saw the detective drawing a pistol, he gave a bellow, launched himself into the darkness, and was gone, down the hill and out of sight.


“Taffy?” asked Begg, indicating the fallen woman.


Sinclair squatted beside her, and feeling for a pulse, noticed a small tattoo on her inner left wrist. “A red rose, Begg! She belongs to the Sisterhood of Solitude.”


“Ah, not an agent of the Temporal Service, then,” the detective responded. “Much more!”


A mysterious monastic community, the Sisterhood of Solitude was dedicated to contemplation of the eternally unfolding patterns of the multiverse, and occasionally interceded where and whenever an imbalance occurred. Such engagements, being rare, were always significant.


Begg crouched, placed his hand on the woman’s head, and turned it to reveal the face.


“Good Lord! It’s our old friend and foe, Violet Damm!”


Sinclair gave a grunt of surprise. “She, of all people, has taken the vows?”


“It appears so. How is she?”


“Bruised around the throat, but I think she’ll be all right. I wonder what she’s doing in Istanbul? If the Sisterhood—”


“Quite so, old fellow,” said Begg. “We may be in deeper waters than anticipated.”


He slid his right arm beneath the unconscious woman’s shoulders, the left under her knees, and tall as she was, hoisted her up as if she were a child.


“Fetch the suitcases, please, Taffy. Let’s get her to the hotel.”


It took them twenty minutes to navigate out of Kasimpasa, into Pera, and to the Pera Palas Hotel.


Halfway there, the electricity supply returned.


Violet Damm regained her wits just as the lights of the big hotel came into sight.


“Oh, hello!” she exclaimed, in a voice that more resembled a croak. “How marvellous!”


Begg set her down. She leaned on his arm and allowed him to assist her the rest of the way, through the hotel’s grand entrance, and into its lounge.


Begg left her with Sinclair and went to the reception desk. He and his friend had booked in advance. He asked for an additional room. No doubt Miss Damm had lodgings somewhere in Istanbul, but tonight she would stay here.


Then he returned to the magnificent lounge.


Palatially Franco-Moorish, awash with blazing tile and glass, plush and gold, the magnificent hotel had housed kings and queens, millionaires and exiled despots, diplomats and arms dealers. Now, three British agents had been added to its guest list.


His companions were at a corner table. Partially concealed behind a large potted palm, Damm sat with her back to the chamber.


“I take it you would rather not be seen, Miss Damm,” the detective said with a smile as he joined them. “Are you on the run?”


With a white cravat and what little makeup she carried in her jacket pocket, she had expertly concealed all signs of her close encounter with the afterlife. Her chestnut hair, previously in disarray, was now restored into a tidy pageboy bob. Even in male attire, she looked wonderfully attractive, if a little wide at the shoulder and slim at the hip.


“Now, now, Sir Seaton, you know very well I’ve been on the straight and narrow these past few years.” Her voice was so seriously hoarse, she sounded like a hard-smoking man. She had ordered brandy and soda, and now emptied her glass with a single gulp.


He reached forward and tapped the tattoo on her wrist. “And this?”


She grinned, revealing the wide gap between her upper front teeth. “The Sisterhood offers thrills aplenty, and such wonderful period fashions.”


“Reformed, hey?”


“For the time being. What on earth are you two doing here, aside from saving my life?”


“We were summoned by Six A,” Begg responded.


Six A: the head of the Secret Service, Turkish Bureau.


“Ah,” she said. “Sir Vivian Clarke. My boss.”


Begg raised an eyebrow. “Boss? You’ve been posted here?”


“Yes, in the guise of a temporal agent, for the past eighteen months.” She pushed her fingers through her hair. “Sir Seaton, of the Sisterhood’s involvement, I can tell you nothing. Certain events must—for you—unfold in their proper order, else a dangerous anachronism affecting multiple realms and chronologies will proliferate beyond any hope of correction.”


Begg frowned, discomforted by the revelation that he was unknowingly involved in a matter of such enormous import.


“What can you tell me?” he asked, unable to conceal his impatience.


Violet Damm lowered her hand and placed it over his in a show of sympathy. “Only that, dear friend, for now, you should focus solely on affairs here in Istanbul. Sir Vivian will commission you to locate a certain person.”


“Who?”


She tapped a thumb to her chest. “Me.”


After a pause, Begg said, “You?”


“He gave me a similar assignment. I was to find somebody. I didn’t succeed—but my quarry found me.” She put a hand to her throat and grimaced, obviously in considerable discomfort. Her voice was fast becoming a gravelly whisper. “They spoke with me for some considerable time. In consequence, I reported my mission a failure. I also vowed to take no further orders from Sir Vivian.”


The detective’s eyebrows rose. “Now you have me thoroughly intrigued, and I would very much like to know more, particularly why you were tonight attacked by what appeared to be a gorilla.” He stood and offered his hand. “But I can see that you’re all done in, and I doubt you feel like conversation after the throttling you’ve received. Why don’t we reconvene in the morning? We can then go through it properly. I’ve sorted a room out for you. Will you join us for breakfast, at eight o’clock, say?”


She nodded gratefully, took his hand, and allowed him to assist her to her feet.


They made their way to the elevators, Begg and Doctor Sinclair instinctively keeping Damm between them, sheltering her from any inquisitive gaze.


“Thank you again,” she rasped when they reached the door to her room. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


“Sleep well, Miss Damm,” said Begg.


Of course, in the morning, she was gone.
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Chapter 3


Two Missing Agents


Gelecek Engineering, the Turkish branch of the well-known Scottish company Reliable Futures Ltd., was located on the northwestern fringe of Istanbul. If crossing the Bosphorus took one from Europe to Asia, then travelling from the old city to the industrial complex took one quite literally from past into future.


This future was ugly!


A seemingly chaotic conglomeration of chimney stacks, vats, gantries, girders, office blocks, storage bays, workshops, furnaces, cranes, rails, pipes, and factories, it roared, glared heat, belched smoke, and resembled Hell.


Yet here were the materials and components currently building, beating, and bending the twentieth century into its ever-evolving form. The cogs, wheels, bands, and hammers made President Mustafa Kemal’s vision for Turkey a reality.


Conducting the incessant cacophony with unfathomable but consummate skill, were the maestro-engineers to whose ranks Sir Seaton Begg and Doctor I. J. Sinclair were about to be welcomed.


Above the dirty fumes, the morning was clear and bright. Below them, it was dark and sweltering. Sheened with gritty sweat, the two metatemporal agents entered the office of George Philips, director of Gelecek, to be greeted with unqualified enthusiasm.


“My dear Sir Seaton!” Philips gushed. “How utterly splendid to see you! My goodness, how long has it been? Seven years since that dreadful extortion case, I think? By the Lord Harry!” He stepped back to look at them. “I shall thank you again. If you hadn’t got me out of that awful pickle, my reputation would be—” He lunged forward and gripped Begg’s hand.


The detective smiled, extracted himself before Philips pumped his arm from his shoulder, and raised his palm in a pacifying gesture.


“Please, let’s not have any of that. I’m no more inclined to dwell on my successes than on my failures. May I introduce Doctor Sinclair? He will be assisting me in this matter.”


“Hello and welcome, Doctor. Please, come sit.”


Philips ushered them to comfortable chairs.


“You look very well, Philips, I must say,” Begg declared. “Turkey suits you?”


“Oh, tremendously!” The director offered cigars, cigarettes, and coffee, and as the social lubricants were prepared, told them how he had overseen many of the country’s most ambitious construction projects.


“Railways. Bridges. Tunnels. Sewage systems. The list is endless. What a fantastic challenge Kemalism has given us. Why, I’ve never been busier. Nor happier. I’ve always admired Johnny Turk. Tough as they come, and now, with a vision. And what a vision, Sir Seaton!”


In his mid-forties, Philips had a long, droll, wide-eyed, and horsey face, ugly but not without charm. At rest, his features took on a mournful aspect, quite at odds with his ebullient character. However, as he described his company’s various endeavours, his face became ever more animated, and he infected them both with his joyful pride in his job. His enthusiasm was enormous. Begg and Sinclair hung on to his words, celebrating with him.


“And the task you’ve assigned to us?” the metatemporal detective eventually asked, steering the conversation naturally to the reason for their presence. “Will it be a genuine contribution?”


“Why, yes, it certainly can be,” Philips responded. “If it doesn’t inconvenience you. I know you possess all manner of remarkable skills. How about assessing a bridge for metal fatigue?”


Begg drew on his cigar and nodded. “Yes, I have the requisite knowledge. I would rather we performed a real job. It makes for a more convincing cover.”


“Quite so,” Philips agreed. “Excuse me one moment.”


He stood, crossed to the door, leaned out, and said to his secretary, “Miss Reid, please ask Mr. Voskanyan to bring the paperwork for the Galata Bridge survey, would you?”


He returned to his chair. “You are aware that the Galata is a pontoon bridge?”


Begg confirmed with a nod.


“It was never designed for the density of traffic that now crosses it, and with boats and small ships mooring against it, I fear the tides are causing considerable torque, straining the pivot points. I want you to examine them.”


“Very well. We’ll go over every inch,” said Begg.


Philips smiled. “No need to turn it into full-time employment. You obviously have more important things to do. Just be there when you feel you need to be, and if you happen across anything of concern, let me know.”


There came a knock, the door opened, and a slim, black-eyed man entered, his face bony and full of shadows.


“This is Mr. Vazken Voskanyan,” said Philips as his guests rose for the introduction. Begg recognised the name as Armenian. “He is the Turkish government representative charged with monitoring the activities of foreign companies in the city. Mr. Voskanyan, may I introduce Mr. Septimus Blane—” Philips nodded first toward Begg then at Sinclair. “—and Mr. Edward Coulter? They are the new engineers sent over from our British headquarters.”


“Call me ‘Topper.’ Everyone does,” Sinclair murmured, barely suppressing his amusement. The pseudonyms had been his idea. They were taken from the fictionalised accounts of Begg’s many cases, which were published each week in the Wayflete Publications story papers Red, White, and Blue and The Septimus Blane Library.


Voskanyan gave a sharp bow and click of the heels. “I am most pleased to meet you.”


His English was good but heavily accented.


He handed an envelope to Philips. “You requested these, Mr. Philips?”


“Ah, thank you. The authorisations and permits. Are they in order?”


The Armenian inclined his head. “They are, and I have put my signature to them.” He turned to Begg. “I will need to make a note of where you are staying.”


“We are at the Pera Palas Hotel,” said Begg.


“Ah, good. You will be comfortable there.”


Voskanyan offered another polite bow, said, “If there is nothing else?” and departed.


“He’s a little stiff in manner,” said Philips, “but he doesn’t much bother us, which is a great virtue for a man in his position. I have found, to my cost, that government officials are more often pompous and obstructive.”


After the director had outlined their task in a little more detail and given directions to the office from which they could pick up safety harnesses and other items of equipment, the conversation turned to news from home. He was eager to hear Begg’s opinions and insights, especially concerning the alarming developments in Germany. Once his curiosity was satisfied, the meeting ended.


They took their leave, two new additions to the great fraternity of foreign engineers labouring for the Republic of Turkey.


With their cover story properly established, they travelled by motor cab back to the hotel and enjoyed an early lunch.


“Time now,” commented Begg when they had refreshed themselves and changed clothes, “to discover exactly why we are summoned.”


The British embassy was five minutes’ walk away, on the same broad, palm-fringed avenue as the Pera Palas. They entered it, approached the desk clerk, muttered a few words, showed a certain document, and were given two small keys. After passing through a door marked staff only, they descended to the basement. Begg located a steel door, unlocked it, and led the way into a tunnel. It took them under six neighbouring buildings and ended at an identical door. He employed the second key. They stepped into another basement.


A man levelled a pistol at them, and said, “Byzantium endures.”


“As Augusta Antonina,” Begg replied. “As Nova Roma. As Constantinople. As Istanbul.”


“And what do you amount to?”


“Eleven,” said Begg.


“Twelve,” said Sinclair.


The man smiled and lowered his gun. “Phew! It’s been a while since anyone came through that door. You made me jump out of my skin. Welcome, Number Eleven, Number Twelve. Who are you here to see?”


“Six A,” said Begg.


“He’s on the second floor.”


Begg nodded. “Much obliged.”


He and Sinclair crossed to the foot of a stairwell and went up.


When they reached Sir Vivian Clarke’s office, the detective rapped on its ornate wooden door. A muffled voice called, “Come!”


They entered a large, luxuriously furnished chamber, high-ceilinged and reminiscent of the rooms found in London’s most exclusive clubs. Well-filled bookshelves covered the wall to their left. Begg perceived among them a cleverly fitted section that was undoubtedly a door to an adjacent apartment. Filing cabinets stood against the opposite wall, together with a radio apparatus and a big leather sofa, above which was hung a framed map of Central Europe. A heavy desk, positioned in the middle of the room, faced the door. Beyond it, two tall, narrow windows let in plenty of light. Overhead, a spinning fan stirred the clammy air.


A man stepped around the desk, hand extended.


“Sir Seaton, Doctor Sinclair, good to see you. I understand you were held up in Munich?”


“We were,” said Begg, accepting the handshake. “I should have planned for it. The German authorities regard everyone with suspicion these days. They employ ignorant thugs who appear to be obsessively concerned with one’s racial origins above all else.”


The section head uttered a disapproving snort. “You were questioned?”


The detective gestured an affirmative. “But only perfunctorily. Real spies come and go as they please, it seems, yet a perfectly innocent travelling tailor along with a nanny and her ward were dragged weeping and terrified off the train. Why? Because they practiced a particular branch of our universal Judaic religion, or voted in a certain way, or were a shade darker than I. By heaven, I fear the worst for Germany.”


“We all do. Please sit, make yourselves comfortable.”


Begg and Sinclair settled into seats facing the desk, while their host took up his customary position behind it.


Sir Vivian Clarke was of medium build, but with hands and feet disproportionately large for his size. He had grey-flecked black hair, unfashionably parted in the middle, and a long, very asymmetrical face, his green eyes set on a slant in one direction while his thin-lipped mouth skewed in the other. His nose was big, bony, and bent. His teeth, being false, were perfect.


He pushed a box of cigarettes toward Sinclair, then took up a Peterson and a pouch of M&E tobacco, offering the latter to Begg. The detective politely declined with an “If I may,” and slipped from his jacket pocket one of the four expensive Cuban cigars George Philips had thrust upon him as a parting gift.


Clarke set about tamping down tobacco. “I know you prefer to operate independently, Begg, and the Service doesn’t often call you to duty like this, but your talent for getting to the bottom of matters is much needed. This is one of those occasions wherein an experienced metatemporal investigator is more suited to the job than an espionage agent.”


The room began to fill with an aromatic fog of mixed tobacco fumes.


“I’m happy to place myself at your disposal, Sir Vivian. What is the nature of the problem?”


Clarke grimaced. “As to the exact nature of it, that’s rather difficult to say. London headquarters instructed me to avail myself of your talents, but the directors are being very cagey about the whole affair.”


He opened a drawer and pulled out a file, which he slid over to Begg. “It concerns this man, one of our most talented operatives. A career chap destined for a top position in the Service, I should say … providing, that is, that he hasn’t gone double.”


Begg raised an eyebrow. “You think he might have?”


“I would be uncommonly surprised, but the possibility can’t be discounted. It rather depends on what he’s got and who wants it.”


“What he’s got?”


Clarke jabbed his pipe stem toward the file. “Cast your eyes over that first. It’s the latest from London. There’s not much to it, but sufficient that I’m reluctant to stamp it.”


The detective picked up the file. Its card cover bore the words top secret. It was a convention that Begg had often, with good humour, derided. If an enemy ever infiltrated the Secret Service, he needed only to search for those words to find all the juiciest information. It would, Begg thought, have been far wiser to mark such documents with office stationery requirements 1932/33.


“Stamp it with what?”


Clarke sucked at his crackling pipe, sending a spark into the air, then said, “Defected.”


Begg opened the file and found two sheets of typewritten foolscap within.


JOHN NYE


Born: 25 December 1890 (see note 1)


Current age: 43 (see note 1)


Family: REDACTED and son, Leonard, born 30 July 1913. (but see: Captain Nye. Ref: M77645329)


Active service commenced: 10 June 1910 (see note 2)


Designation: 4 (see note 3)


Rank: Major


SERVICE SUMMARY TO DATE:


1922: Smuggled REDACTED to REDACTED during the Russian Revolution and falsified information to suggest that REDACTED had been executed. That information now established as incontrovertible truth. Ref: F60075443.


1923: Convinced Howard Carter that REDACTED should be secretly removed from the Tutankhamun burial chamber before the discovery of the chamber was made public. Resealed tomb and arranged for Carter to fake entry in the presence of Lord Carnarvon. REDACTED currently stored in REDACTED. Ref: H88775429. (See note 4).


1924: Assassination of REDACTED and REDACTED and REDACTED and REDACTED and REDACTED during the Turkish War of Independence. Ref: S77239255. (See note 5).


1925: REDACTED


1926: REDACTED


1927: Egypt REDACTED


1928: Egypt REDACTED


1929: REDACTED


1930: The REDACTED resulted in his current assignment to Turkish affairs. Operational throughout Eastern Europe.


1931: Active in Turkey, Egypt, Roumania, Austria, Switzerland, Wäldenstein, Germany.


1932: As a consequence of REDACTED, was able to identify the probable location of the SENSITIVE COMPARTMENTED INFORMATION // SALUT CHRISTI // SPECIAL ACCESS PROGRAMME ONLY (Ref: Y99992544) ABOVE TOP SECRET which was thought to have been REDACTED REDACTED REDACTED. Assigned to its recovery and delivery to REDACTED in Istanbul. Gained possession from the REDACTED family after locating REDACTED. Ref: Y99992687 (1922).


REDACTED


REDACTED


REDACTED


REDACTED


REDACTED


Notes


Birth year is approximated. Nye is notoriously unforthcoming, and records are notable by their absence. See 2 (below)


This date is frequently and mistakenly given as Nye’s birthdate. Though it marks his official recruitment to the Secret Service, unverified rumours suggest that he undertook missions for the Service during the Great War. The late Sir Falstaff Eddington (Ref: J77645663), director of the Service during that period, was steadfast in his refusal to discuss John Nye.


Nye has been most frequently assigned “4” but his numerical designation is the most-oft altered of any agent.


The Carter affair is ongoing. Ref: H88775429.


1924 saw the commencement of Nye’s involvement in Turkish affairs. He is currently our most experienced agent in this area.


SPECIAL OBSERVATIONS: John Nye is a senior-ranked operative in the British Secret Service and has also undertaken missions for REDACTED. His acute insight, ability as a strategist, and talent for manipulation and deception, have earned him unwarranted freedom of action. He can be trusted and should be permitted leeway when requested.


Sir Seaton Begg muttered, “Hmm!” and scrutinised the photographic portrait at the top of the page. Nye appeared to be very much older than his stated forty-three years, a stringy-looking fellow with a scrubby, greying moustache and pale eyes that, even in a photograph, made him appear introspective and somewhat disconnected.


“Rather a slim file for a man of significance,” Begg noted.


“It’s the redactions,” Clarke said. “Without them, I’m told, it would have the weight of a set of encyclopaedias.”


Begg passed the file to Taffy Sinclair, who donned a pair of spectacles and set about reading.


The metatemporal detective leaned back, his eyes glittering through his cigar smoke as he fixed a steady gaze upon the man seated opposite. “You are not especially forthcoming, sir.”


“That’s true,” Clarke admitted. “The fact of the matter is that I simply have nothing to tell. All I know is that Nye’s mission was to retrieve something called the Salut Christi, bring it to Istanbul, and hand it over to an unidentified authority. A month ago, I received a note from him stating that he’d arrived and would report to me the next morning. He did not, and has been neither seen nor heard from since.”


Begg threw up a hand, his patience tested. “Salut Christi? What is it?”


“I haven’t the foggiest.”


“You’ve asked?”


“Naturally. Until I’m blue in the face. London is completely unforthcoming. ‘What is it?’ ‘You don’t have the clearance.’ ‘Where’s it from?’ ‘You don’t have the clearance.’ ‘What does it do?’ ‘You don’t have the clearance.’ ‘Who needs it?’ ‘You don’t have the clearance.’ I might as well be the office cleaner for all they’ve told me.”


Again, he reached into the drawer, and this time withdrew an envelope, which he tossed to Begg. “Your only clue, such as it is. I know you’ve solved cases with less.” He looked at Sinclair and gave a lopsided grin. “Maybe, with that, he will have tracked him down by suppertime, eh, Taffy?”


Sinclair peered over his spectacles. “Entirely possible.” And, because he didn’t much like the liberty taken with his nickname, he thickened his Welsh lilt and added, “Boyo.”


Begg, suppressing a smile, opened the envelope and extracted a sheet of vellum. The letter had been sent from the Hotel Bosphorus in Stamboul. Begg took note of the address, aware that there were at least eight establishments of that name in the city.


He frowned, put the paper to his nose, and sniffed.


“What do you make of that?” He passed the letter to his friend.


Sinclair placed the paper against his nostrils and inhaled slowly, keeping his mouth slightly open and the tip of his tongue against the roof of his mouth, as the detective had taught him.


“Floral,” he said. “Some sort of tobacco? Nasty!”


He handed it back.


“Yes,” Begg agreed. “And the fact that we’re all smoking yet can still detect it suggests a particularly strong brand. I don’t think it’s Turkish. More likely Egyptian.”


“By suppertime, be damned!” Clarke exclaimed. “More likely by afternoon tea.”


The note was brief, written in acutely right-leaning copperplate:


10 March 1933


Sir Vivian,


Arrived this afternoon.


Object secure.


Will call on you at 9 a.m.


“4”


“And he didn’t keep the appointment?” Begg frowned.


“He did not. He appears to have vanished from the face of the earth.”


Sinclair said, “Are we to treat this solely as a missing-person case? I mean to say, should we concern ourselves as well with this salute thingamajig?”


Clarke examined the bowl of his pipe and, as if the tobacco within was thoroughly unsatisfactory, turned it upside down and tapped it repeatedly into an ashtray.


“The problem, Doctor, is that if the whatchamacallit is classified where I’m concerned, then it certainly is where you’re concerned. I’m not, therefore, in any position to commission you to recover it, if—as I suspect you are suggesting—Nye has been done away with and the item in question stolen.”


“Or reclaimed,” Begg put in.


“Indeed.”


After a moment of consideration, Begg said, “In which circumstance, I can understand your requirement for an investigator rather than an agent. Yet, you initially put an agent on the case?”


Clarke made a sound of confirmation. “Miss Violet Damm, with whom I know you have a past association.”


“Association? You almost make it sound romantic. It was not. She twice nearly killed me.”


“Yet you recommended her to the Service.”


“I redirected her talents. They were wasted in criminal endeavours. What did she discover?”


“I sent her to Nye’s hotel. Suite fifteen. It was empty, no sign of occupation. The hotelier says it was booked by telephone on the first day of March and reserved for two months. Nye registered on the tenth, paid by cashier’s draft, went straight out again, and was not seen to return. He took with him a single item of luggage.”


“The suite is still empty?”


“Yes.”


“Did the hotelier allow Miss Damm to inspect it?”


“No, but she climbed a drainpipe and broke the window latch.”


“Then I suppose I shall have to go in the same way.”


Begg handed the letter and envelope back to Clarke, who said, “There’s a complication.”


The detective knew what was coming.


“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Begg, but since she reported, Miss Damm has vanished. I fear she might have been killed, or—”


Begg’s expression remained noncommittal. “Or?”


“Or she has betrayed us, killed Nye, and made off with the item.”


“Have you any evidence to suggest it?”


“No. I want you to find some. Or, better still, find her.”


For the better part of a minute, Begg stared mutely at the glowing tip of his cigar, deep in contemplation. Sinclair, familiar with such silences, sat quietly at his side.


Clarke fidgeted with his pipe.


“Sir Vivian,” said the detective, “the British newspapers have reported that, since this city changed its name, there has been a campaign of murder by someone who styles himself the ‘Red King.’ Does it, do you think, have any bearing on the matter?”


Clarke put a hand to the back of his neck and massaged it. “God in Heaven!” he exclaimed. “I hope not. How could it? The killings are seemingly without motive, the actions of a homicidal maniac. It’s a police matter. Besides, while it’s true that Major Nye is the principal Secret Service agent in Turkey, he takes his orders from London, not from me, and spends most of his time beyond this country’s borders. He has not been present during the Red King’s murder spree.”


Taffy Sinclair leaned forward. “Pardon me, sir, but I don’t understand. How can Nye be the primary Turkish agent without being here? Without being under your command?”


“Because,” Clarke responded, “he operates on what he calls an ontological scale; global; the big, almost-allegorical ideas of empires and statehood. You know what Kipling’s so-called Great Game does to a certain kind of romantic imagination. Murder only fits his remit if it’s of the en masse variety, à la Flanders Fields or the Russian Civil War.”


Begg got to his feet and pressed his cigar into an ashtray. “Anything else, Sir Vivian?”


“Your cover,” said Clarke, also rising. “Is it established?”


“Yes, sir. Pretty thoroughly.”


“Then it remains only for me to wish you luck. I fear I’ve condemned you to a wild goose chase.”
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