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			Chapter One

			A Corpse in the Hall

			The man was dead, and although he had not cut a particularly large or imposing figure when he was alive, his lifeless body seemed to take up more space in our entranceway than a whole crowd of living, breathing visitors.

			He lay as he had fallen, on his back, head towards the front door, the soles of his boots pointing up towards me where I stood upon the stairs. His face was frozen in an expression of terror, mouth gaping and dark eyes wide, their gaze forever fixed upon the last sight he had seen – me.

			‘Witch!’ This stranger had shrieked, and cowered in abject terror. Yet I am a small, unthreatening woman, with nothing grotesque or fantastical about my appearance – nothing to alarm even the most nervous infant. It was hard to imagine that anything in my appearance could have given rise to such a powerful emotion in the breast of a total stranger – a fear so overwhelming that he had died of it.

			Jasper Jesperson, my partner in detection, instantly crouched beside the stranger and checked for signs of life. No pulse, no heartbeat – the man who had pounded on our door only a few moments before had not lived long enough to tell us why he had come. Determined to be thorough, Jesperson went and fetched a small looking-glass, which he held before the figure’s open mouth.

			From the other room, the clock on the mantel chimed the hours: two o’clock in the morning. When the sound had died away, Mr Jesperson checked the glass for any trace of clouding, then looked up at me and solemnly shook his head.

			My hand flew to my mouth, just as involuntarily I exclaimed, ‘Do not say I have killed him!’

			For a moment, amusement flickered across his mobile features, and I thought he would laugh, but the gravity of the situation checked the impulse. ‘Why should anyone say that? The man is dead, but not by your hand, Miss Lane!’

			‘Not by my hand, perhaps, but – oh! Look at him! He has clearly died of fright.’

			Up went the eyebrows. ‘Is fright ever the cause of death, except in the penny dreadfuls?’ His expression softened. ‘Miss Lane, you are tired, and have suffered the most trying experiences over the past few days. To see someone die in front of you was a shock. But you have always prided yourself upon your ability to think rationally.’

			The memory of what had just transpired was horribly vivid. I recalled how the stranger had flinched at the sight of me, eyes wide with terror. ‘He thought I was a witch,’ I reminded him. ‘His fear was so great that he staggered back and dropped dead.’

			My friend’s reply was swift and calming. ‘The man arrived here in a dreadful state, on the brink of death and probably hallucinating. He thought himself pursued by witches, and imagined he saw one standing before him. He did not see you – and if I had not answered his knock at the door, he would have dropped dead on the doorstep, or in the street.’

			What strange power resides in a word like ‘witch’ and a man’s terrified, accusing gaze! Fortunately, Mr Jesperson’s argument was enough to restore my common sense, and I realised it was absurd to blame myself for another’s nightmare fears.

			‘Forgive me; I was foolish.’

			He waved it away. ‘You have been under a great deal of strain; you need rest – goodness knows, we both do.’ But the look on his face, so lively and interested, contradicted his words. ‘But first, let us work out the mystery that sent him here to die.’

			With that, he turned and knelt again, and began to search the dead man’s pockets for clues. As he extracted each item, he commented upon it.

			‘Silver cigarette case – shiny and new – contents, two cigarettes – engraved: “Dearest C from your Loving A, 15-6-93”.

			‘Leather notecase, embossed, gilded initials CM. Within: Two pounds, ten shillings. A train ticket – dated today – or rather yesterday – Great Eastern Railway, Norwich to London Liverpool Street. A card – aha!’ He flourished the two-by-three-inch card, and even from where I sat I recognised it as one of our own business cards:

			Jesperson & Lane

			Private Investigations

			203A Gower Street London

			‘Nothing to say where he acquired it,’ he said, flipping it back and forth between his fingers.

			‘And as we have distributed only fifty or sixty at most, it should not take us long to trace its provenance,’ I said, my spirits reviving.

			He grinned without looking at me. ‘Indeed. He may well be a friend of a friend of a friend. That is it for the notecase. No cards of his own, alas. Next – ah, this is better.

			‘Address book, with his own name and address inscribed inside the cover:

			‘Charles Manning. Twenty-four Gordon Square, London – crossed through – then, in the same hand, care of The Vicarage, Aylmerton, Norfolk.’ He shook his head and looked up at me. ‘I have never been to Norfolk. Do you know it at all?’

			‘I have been to Norwich, Great Yarmouth and a few seaside places, but I have never heard of Aylmerton.’

			He began leafing through the little book. ‘Hmm. Several addresses in Norfolk, all in Cromer; others in London. This should be useful.’

			My head was beginning to spin with tiredness, and I sat down rather heavily upon the stair.

			Mr Jesperson looked up. So far from flagging, his energy was magically restored in the interest of pursuing a new investigation. He stared at me briefly. ‘You look done in. Why don’t you go to bed?’

			I gaped at him. ‘And leave – this?’

			‘Yes, a fascinating puzzle, I agree. But if you are too tired to think clearly . . .’

			‘I meant – we have a dead body in our hallway. We must inform the authorities.’ I stopped, realising I did not know the correct course of action, or who to inform, about a complete stranger who had entered our house and promptly dropped dead. Perhaps the information could be found in the copy of Enquire Within that sat upon the kitchen mantelpiece beside Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household Management.

			He grimaced. ‘Yes, the police must be informed.’ He rose and handed me the address book. ‘They will want this, so would you mind copying it out? As quickly as you can?’

			Despite his words, he was clearly in no great hurry to turn over this mystery to the police, and returned to his examination of the dead man’s clothing. ‘Pocket handkerchief, embroidered with a red “C”. Leather coin purse, contents – five pennies, one ha’penny, two farthings.’

			‘Do you think he was murdered?’ I asked, gripping the address book tightly. Unless I took it upstairs to my bedroom, I should have to step over the corpse to reach our office where the large desk was well-stocked with paper, pens and ink.

			‘I suspect he was poisoned, although he did not show the convulsive effects of strychnine, or the gastric distress of arsenic, and I cannot recall if hallucinations are a common feature of – hello, what’s this?’

			He held up a small object – round, silver, capped with a gleaming orange stone. ‘A pillbox. Perhaps he was taking something for his heart?’ But the little container proved empty. Jesperson held it close to his face, his nostrils flaring, before stepping around the body and offering the empty silver shell to me. ‘What do you smell?’

			I gave a cautious sniff. Something powdery, dusty, with a faintly acrid tang . . . ‘I do not know.’

			‘Did you notice his eyes, Miss Lane? Emotion may dilate the pupils, but so do certain drugs. Whether or not it was the direct cause of his death, it seems likely that Mr Manning ingested something that made him see and hear things not of this Earth, and thus he fancied himself pursued by witches.’

			He carefully replaced the pillbox in the pocket from which he had removed it, then bent close to the dead man’s open mouth, and inhaled.

			He got up, shaking his head in disappointment. ‘No clue there, except that he has been drinking . . . and eaten oysters. Well, I had better not delay any longer, or I may become the chief suspect, if this was murder.’ He stepped carefully around the corpse to the coat-tree and donned the coat and hat he had removed a few hours earlier. Then he looked at me, still sitting on the stair, and frowned a little.

			‘I hope you are not too tired to copy out his address book?’

			I forced myself to rise. ‘Of course not. Do you . . . should I . . . afterwards . . .’ I tried to speak calmly, and managed not to shudder at the idea of tucking the little book away in the dead man’s pocket, but could not help casting nervous, darting glances at the body. He understood.

			‘Hand the original to the police when they arrive. Nothing could be more natural than to check his pockets for a clue to his identity, and I shall tell them I have done so. We shan’t mention finding anything else – they won’t like it if they think we’ve been poaching on their territory, looking for clues,’ he concluded, and, giving me a cheerful wave, went out the door into the night.

			For a moment, as the heavy front door closed, leaving me alone in the hall with the dead man, I was tempted to rush upstairs and wake Mr Jesperson’s mother. Edith Jesperson was both brave and practical, and, as I had found, a good person to have at one’s side. She had left England after the death of her husband, undaunted by the task of raising her son alone in foreign climes where, I was certain, she had encountered many more frightening situations than this. But just thinking of Edith sleeping peacefully upstairs, knowing that I could call upon her, made it unnecessary to disturb her.

			Gritting my teeth, I stepped over the legs of the corpse and went into the large front room which was both the household parlour and the office of Jesperson and Lane.

			Although it was neither elegant nor beautiful, and the furnishings were old, the space was generous, the decorations homely and reflective of personal choices, so that overall the shabbiness was comforting rather than depressing. Although it had been picked up cheaply second-hand, the furniture had been chosen with good taste, and the walls, mantelpiece and bookshelves were adorned with a variety of objects that mother and son had acquired on their travels abroad. Although I had been part of the Jesperson ménage for less than half a year, I felt more at home in that room than anywhere else I had lived in my adult life. I particularly liked the corner where Mr Jesperson had placed his large desk (we often worked there facing each other, one on either side) in front of a wall filled from floor to ceiling with books.

			Before settling down to my assigned task I added more coal and stirred the fire back to life. Then I took my accustomed seat at the desk, picked up a pen and a clean sheet of paper, and set about copying the contents of Mr Manning’s address book. There were little more than a dozen entries, so it was quickly done. I had blotted the ink and hidden the page in a pile of others by the time I heard the noises from the street alerting me to the arrival of the police.

			I did not recognise either of the uniformed men who entered a few moments later; they were, of course, from the local station, and therefore not members of the force who had helped us and made arrests at the Alhambra earlier in the evening, but it was clear from the deference they showed my partner that they knew all about our latest case.

			Clearly, as heroes of the evening, we were on the side of the law, not to be considered as suspects. As Mr Jesperson had already given his statement in regard to what had happened, nothing more was required of me. In truth, I thought it remiss of them not to question me as well, but it was a relief. I handed over the little address book without comment.

			With the police were two young men tasked with removal of the corpse, and they managed this swiftly with the aid of a large sheet and a canvas stretcher.

			‘You will keep me informed,’ said Mr Jesperson to the senior officer as they made to leave. The man looked surprised.

			‘There is no need for you to trouble yourself any longer, sir.’

			‘It is no trouble. I wish to know the results of the autopsy – if not to attend it myself. Have you any idea when that is likely to be?’

			The two policemen exchanged a look, and the first one answered, less politely, ‘It may be no trouble to you, but it’s not your business.’

			Mr Jesperson relaxed his shoulders and seemed to gain an inch or two in height. He spoke softly, but with force. ‘You are wrong. Mr Manning’s death is my business – not merely because he died on my premises, but because he came here in fear for his life, and begged for our help. Unfortunately, the death he anticipated came before he could name his enemies or tell us anything more about them. But I had already promised to help – and I mean to keep that promise. Now, would you be so kind as to tell me the name of the police surgeon, and when and where the autopsy will be conducted?’

			His cool conviction won the battle, bolstered by our recent success in solving not just one but an entire series of crimes.

			‘That would be Mr Blakely, sir, in the morgue. I don’t know what time; that’s up to himself, and depends on what else he has to do – if any more bodies have been fished out of the Thames tonight, say. If you go along there sometime in the afternoon he should be able to tell you what you want to know.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Failure of the Heart

			It was after three o’clock in the morning when we retired, so it is not surprising that I did not arise until almost eleven, or that it was closer to noon when Mr Jesperson at last came downstairs, in his dressing gown and blinking sleepily, his red-gold curls untamed, his face still unshaven, drawn to the kitchen by the irresistible scent of frying bacon.

			His mother fussed over him fondly before adding more rashers to the pan. We all ate heartily and appreciated our good fortune in being able to do so. Not wishing to spoil such a fine breakfast, we said nothing about the late Mr Manning, although his terrified visage had haunted my dreams.

			When he set out for the morgue, about an hour and a half later, Mr Jesperson went alone. It was not squeamishness that made me stay behind, but rather my awareness of how a female presence could upset the balance in such an environment. Even if the police surgeon did not resent my unexpected appearance, he might be overly concerned with my supposedly more delicate sensibilities. In any case, he was likely to speak more openly and honestly to Mr Jesperson alone.

			I settled myself before the fire with a volume dedicated to the interesting subject of poisons and devoted myself to the search for any substance Mr Manning might have consumed, either knowingly or inadvertently, that would cause hallucinations and death of the sort we had witnessed. I was still reading when Mr Jesperson arrived home. He came in looking cold and rather cross, and immediately went to stand before the fire.

			‘Well?’ I asked when several seconds had passed without a word from him. ‘What’s the verdict?’

			‘Heart failure.’ He gave a short, unamused bark of laughter. ‘What sort of diagnosis is that? We hardly needed a doctor to tell us his heart had stopped.’

			‘There are poisons that stop the heart,’ I said, with a glance at my book.

			‘Mr Blakely has declared it a death by natural causes. He said there was no sign of any poison – although I doubt he looked for something he did not expect to find. He admitted he saw none of the usual signs of heart disease, but to him that suggested that this young and seemingly healthy man had suffered all his life from an invisible, inherent weakness which was only waiting for undue physical exertion or an emotional shock to become fatal. The expression on his face suggested that he’d had a great fright. ‘“Do you mean to say,” I asked him, “that Mr Manning died of fright?”

			“It is entirely likely,” he replied. 

			‘When I described the setting in which he expired, pointing out there was nothing here to cause alarm, he proposed that Manning had suffered the shock somewhere else, and that it was the exertion of fleeing from this terrifying creature or event that over-taxed his heart.’ Shaking his head in disgust, Mr Jesperson stepped away from the fire and dropped into the chair nearest mine.

			‘There was no point in arguing. But it is clearly absurd. Are we to think Manning met and was frightened to death by a witch on the streets of London? Unless the witch herself handed him our card and helpfully pointed him towards Gower Street, he must already have been on his way to see us before his fatal heart attack. Did he come to London to seek the help of a private detective, or was it only after he got here and something happened to him that decided him to come to us? And why us? Where did he get our card? If we only knew that, I think we would know much more.’

			I put the book about poisons away from me, on a table, and said, ‘Well, it doesn’t matter now, anyway. He is dead, and his mystery, whatever it was, will be buried with him.’

			Jesperson stared at me with a stunned expression. ‘You cannot mean that, Miss Lane.’

			‘Certainly I do. You are disappointed, and I too, but as the police have decided there is no case—’

			‘We are not working for the police. Come, come, Miss Lane.’ He leaned forward, engaging me with his intense blue eyes. ‘The police surgeon’s verdict is unsatisfactory and incomplete. I cannot believe you do not feel, as I do, an obligation to our client.’

			‘Our late client,’ I reminded him, and yet even as my heart was sinking at the prospect of another case that no one would thank us or pay us for solving, I felt some of his excitement about solving a mystery beginning to take hold of me.

			‘Our late client had a brother, his nearest living relation,’ said Mr Jesperson. ‘Mr Alexander Manning lives in Gordon Square – only a short distance from here. Given the circumstances, it is not merely acceptable, but positively required of us to call upon him – and sooner rather than later.’

			‘He has been informed of his brother’s death?’

			‘Yes. He had to identify the body. I only missed meeting him at the morgue by an hour or so.’

			‘When shall we go?’ Thinking of his ‘sooner rather than later’ remark I added, ‘I can be ready in ten minutes.’

			His nostrils flared. ‘Mother is roasting a chicken. I think we may leave our visit until after dinner.’

			*

			Twenty-four Gordon Square was one of the tall, elegant houses that lined the quiet, green square, and seemed to me excessively large for the home of one unmarried man, even if he had until recently shared it with his brother. The curtains were drawn against the early dark, but they were not so thick as to hide the fact that lights were on in the downstairs front room.

			Mr Jesperson rang the bell. After waiting awhile, he rang it again. Another wait, and I began to think that, in spite of the lights behind drawn curtains, perhaps no one was home, but then at last the door was opened by a man I knew must be Alexander Manning.

			In my sole encounter with Charles Manning, his features had been distorted by strong emotion, but apart from that I saw how much the calm, grave man in the doorway resembled his brother. Brown-haired, brown-eyed, with a neatly-trimmed moustache beneath a short, straight nose above a full mouth, he appeared pleasant and quietly handsome.

			‘I do hope we are not intruding at this difficult time,’ said Mr Jesperson. ‘My name is Jasper Jesperson and this is my partner, Miss Lane. We should like to offer you our condolences, and deepest sympathy on your loss.’

			Mr Manning’s eyes widened slightly. ‘You have heard already? How? I was just writing the notice to send to the papers.’

			‘We were with your brother when he died.’

			This brief statement struck Mr Manning like a blow; he reeled back. ‘With him? Where?’ Then he held up his hand to forestall any reply. ‘No, wait, please, won’t you come in? I am glad he was not alone when he died; I want to hear all about it. Please, come in and let us speak in comfort.’

			The drawing room into which he showed us was well proportioned, but stuffed with huge, dark furniture, every couch and chair layered with cushions and rugs, every surface crowded with useless ornaments, vases filled with artificial flowers, bowls with stone fruits, and every other kind of tasteless, old-fashioned clutter. It seemed entirely out of keeping as the home of this dapper bachelor.

			He offered refreshments, which we declined, and we settled on to a pair of facing sofas to explain our business. Mr Manning spoke first, leaning forward tensely.

			‘The police told me my brother had collapsed in Gower Street in the early hours of this morning, dead of a heart attack. I had imagined him alone, and on his way to me here. But you say you were with him?’

			‘It was about half-past one in the morning; we were about to retire when there came a frantic pounding at the door. I opened it, and a stranger – whom I later learned to be your brother – all but fell into the house. He was clearly in distress, breathing heavily, covered in perspiration, his eyes dilated. He begged for our help, he enquired if he were safe – I assured him he was quite safe – but before we had a chance to learn what he feared, and how we could help him, he died.’ Concluding his succinct description, Mr Jesperson leaned back, as if at his ease, but beside him, I could feel his nervous tension, and he never took his eyes from our host, who appeared at a loss.

			‘You say he was a stranger to you. Yet he came to your house, at such an unsociable hour. Have you any idea why?’

			Extracting one of our business cards from his pocket, Mr Jesperson handed it across. ‘He carried one of these. I can only assume, if he did not come across it entirely by chance, that someone recommended our services to him.’

			Mr Manning stared at the card in a way that told me he had not encountered its like before, so presumably he had not yet inspected his brother’s personal possessions. ‘Private investigations? What sort of investigations?’ He looked up from the card and frowned at us in puzzlement that slowly changed to a look of dawning horror. ‘You do not mean to say he came to hire you? To protect him? To uncover and foil some sort of fiendish plot?’

			‘It is possible,’ Mr Jesperson agreed carefully. ‘Alas, he did not live long enough to explain. All I can tell you is that he arrived in a state of palpable fear – he begged for our help – and made a few exclamations expressing his fear of witches.’

			‘Witches,’ repeated Mr Manning. His mouth twisted bitterly. ‘I might have known.’

			His reaction was so unexpected that I had to ask: ‘What do you mean? Did you know he had a fear of witches?’

			‘It was not a fear, Miss Lane. That would have been bad enough, a grown man who never outgrew nursery frights. No, it was worse. He had a sort of obsession with what he called “the old religion”. Witchcraft, pagan mumbo-jumbo, the supposed ancient mysteries of Britain. He was a poet, my brother; a dreamer whose soul yearned for mystery and adventure he could never find in the workaday world, and he was always drawn to mysticism and had a childish love of fairy tales. As long as it was a hobby, it was well enough – I twitted him about it, but if he turned up to his job at the bank he could write poetry in his own time.’

			‘Then he threw up his job,’ murmured Mr Jesperson.

			‘You have guessed it. He went to Norfolk one weekend – to walk on the beach and inhale poetic inspiration from the sea air – and when he came back, he was a changed man. He had made up his mind all of a sudden to quit the bank and devote himself to study and writing. And worse – he wanted me to sell the house and hand over half the proceeds to him.’

			Mr Manning bowed his head. ‘This house was our only inheritance.’ He looked up again. ‘In actual fact, it was left to me, as the elder son, but of course I always told Charles it belonged to him as well. By that I meant it would always be his home. He had no right to ask me to sell, and legally he could not compel me to do so. I told him he could continue to live here rent-free, as always, but I would not be answerable for his bills if he chose to leave his position. But to my great astonishment, he was giving up London along with the bank. Madness! If he truly wished to make a name for himself as a poet, or a scholar, London was where he ought to be – not the wilds of Norfolk.’

			‘When did he move to Norfolk?’

			‘June – near the end of June. I am sorry to say we parted on very chilly terms. I saw him only once after that, and when the police told me where he had died, naturally I thought he must have been on his way here, and I hoped it might have been for purposes of reconciliation, although from what you say,’ he sighed, ‘it seems unlikely.’

			I sensed the aching sadness in him, the remorse for words that could never be unsaid or atoned for, and with some vague urge to comfort I said, ‘If he had lived long enough to be married, his wife might have effected a reconciliation.’

			He gave me an odd look. ‘You did not know my brother.’

			‘True. I only meant that if love took him away from you, marriage might have brought him back – in a manner of speaking.’ I almost squirmed under his astonished stare, and wished I had said nothing.

			‘Love?’

			Mr Jesperson jumped in. ‘Miss Lane and I had rather assumed it was an affair of the heart that drew your brother to Aylmerton. And that the most likely explanation for the silver cigarette case engraved with the date 15-6-93 and the words “To dearest C from your loving A” was that it was a present from his lover, possibly an engagement present. However, I see this is news to you.’

			‘He cannot possibly have been thinking of marriage.’ Mr Manning rose to his feet and stalked to a table where he picked up a plain cotton sack that had been resting between a stuffed ferret and a ceramic shepherdess, and plunged his hand into it, pulling out the silver cigarette case Jesperson had described.

			‘The police gave me his personal effects, but I confess I scarcely gave them a glance.’ He opened the case and read the inscription. ‘And I am none the wiser for it now. I have no idea who this person A might be . . . or the significance of the date. Perhaps we should leave my brother his secrets.’ With a hand that shook slightly, he dropped the silver case back into the bag and replaced it on the table.

			As he turned back to face us, I had the feeling that he was steeling himself to send us away; that he was on the brink of choosing to remain in ignorance about whatever story lay behind his brother’s untimely death, but Mr Jesperson spoke first.

			‘If it was not meeting and falling head-over-heels with A, what did cause the sudden change in your brother? Do you know?’

			‘I do know.’ He spoke decisively. ‘One man is entirely to blame. His name is Felix Ott.’

			I recognised the name as one I had copied, with an address in Cromer.

			‘Felix Ott,’ repeated Mr Jesperson thoughtfully. ‘Did he not give a talk – yes, I remember now; he was invited to speak by the Theosophical Society on the subject of Ancient Wisdom, but his particular stance was found objectionable by most Theoso­phists, for Mr Ott called upon the British people to look to our own historical traditions, rather than accepting the teachings of foreign masters in Asia.’

			‘Oh, he is worse than that,’ said Mr Manning. ‘As I understood from listening to Charles, the “ancient wisdom” Ott promotes is a mishmash of superstition and sorcery; everything a civilised person should find abhorrent – black magic, devil worship, human sacrifice.’ He shuddered. ‘How my brother could have been attracted to such vile rubbish, I do not understand; but he fell under Ott’s spell upon their first meeting, and after that, he was a convert so absolute that, had I agreed to sell the house, his half of the money received would have gone to fill Ott’s coffers, to support his so-called School of British Wisdom.’

			‘How peculiar,’ Mr Jesperson mused, putting his head back to stare at the ceiling. ‘Although it explains his preoccupation with witches, one must ask why, if he was such a staunch supporter of the School, he should have been so afraid of them at the end. For according to the tenets of Ott’s School, witches were wise women unfairly demonised by the Church as part of the Christian practice of stamping out all the old native religions and pagan rituals. Of course, witches were thought to possess powers they could use against their foes.’ He sat up straight and fixed his bright-blue gaze upon the other man. ‘Did your brother fall out with Ott?’

			‘If so, he did not confide in me. I have told you we were estranged.’ He gave a heavy sigh. ‘It must be a source of eternal regret to me. So far as I know, Charles was still caught fast in Ott’s occult toils. But he was an intelligent man. All that “ancient religion” was no more than his latest hobby-horse – he would have outgrown it, and learned to see through his teacher if only he had lived long enough.’ The bleakness of loss came over him again.

			‘Were you aware that his heart was weak?’

			Mr Manning shook his head, bewildered. ‘No, not at all. He was always active as a boy – and into manhood. We both are – were – fine, healthy specimens rarely suffering even any minor illness.’

			‘So you were surprised when the police surgeon said he had died of heart failure brought on by shock and over-exertion?’

			‘He might have been speaking of another man,’ he burst out. ‘Indeed, until I saw my brother lying there on the slab I was all but certain there had been some mistake, a confusion of identity . . . I can still hardly believe he is dead.’

			Mr Jesperson said nothing when the other man lapsed into silence. Painfully aware of Mr Manning’s grief, I shifted uncomfortably and tried to catch my partner’s eye, wishing to signal to him that we should leave. But he gave me no opportunity, his attention fixed on the grieving man with such intensity, I wondered if he were trying to transmit a thought to him.

			At last, as the silence was becoming almost unbearable, Mr Manning spoke. ‘Charles went to you because something had frightened him. And whatever that was, whether or not it caused his death, it must have been behind it. I would like to know why he died. And I think, by hiring you to investigate, I will be carrying out his last wishes.

			‘Will you do it? Can you? Find out what he wanted you for – and the circumstances that led up to his death? I will pay your usual fee, and all reasonable expenses – naturally you will want to go to Norfolk. You may send your bills to me. And any questions you have. I will assist you in every way that I can.’

			He shook hands on it with Mr Jesperson; then I stood up, and he shook hands with me, clasping my hand warmly as he murmured, ‘Please find out what happened to my brother.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The Shrieking Pits of Aylmerton

			Before we left Mr Manning, Mr Jesperson gave him instructions: he was to ask his brother’s former associates if he had been in touch with them, and likewise ask at his old haunts in the city to discover if he had been seen there on the last day of his life.

			‘For we know he travelled down from Norwich on the one fifteen, arriving at Liverpool Street Station at approximately four forty-five; more than eight hours elapsed before he knocked on our door, which makes it most unlikely that his purpose of travelling to London was to bring a problem to Jesperson and Lane. No, he came to London for some other reason, but during the evening something happened which worried him and inspired him to seek out the services of a detective agency. Where did he get our card? Who recommended us to him? If his problem were connected with some concerns relating to Felix Ott it is unlikely he would have turned to any of his associates for help, and since he did not come to you, he may have looked up some old friend. You probably have ideas as to whom.

			‘We also know, from the contents of his stomach, that your brother dined on steak and oysters; also potatoes and cake. He consumed a great deal of alcohol, in the form of beer, wine, brandy and champagne – probably not all at the same time, so he may have visited several different licensed premises. Well, you will have your work cut out for you, tracing your late brother’s movements.’ Jesperson clapped Mr Manning on the shoulder in a display of manly support.

			‘Write to me at Cromer, poste restante. We will keep in touch, and if you learn anything important, or wish to speak to one of us urgently, send a wire. Good evening, and good hunting to you, Mr Manning.’

			Our own immediate task, once we had returned to Gower Street, was to learn what we could in regard to the last known address of Charles Manning.

			Aylmerton was not on a railway line, but it was only three miles south of Cromer, which was. After consulting a map and the latest issue of Bradshaw’s, Mr Jesperson worked out our itinerary, and we set off bright and early the following morning with our bags and a picnic lunch prepared by Edith Jesperson.

			We arrived at Liverpool Street Station with plenty of time to spare, and I was able to purchase a copy of a pocket-sized volume entitled Tourists’ Guide to Norfolk. Once aboard the train, with a carriage to ourselves, we took it in turns to read aloud from it. The author, Mr Walter Rye, took a particular interest in the ‘superstitions and peculiarities’ of the inhabitants of Norfolk, which was very much to Mr Jesperson’s taste.

			Of Aylmerton the author had nothing to say except that a visitor might find it ‘interesting from the open pits or earth dwellings, something like those at Weybourne, which are locally called “shrieking pits”, from the local belief that the wraith of a woman is always wandering about looking into them at night-time, wringing her hands and shrieking. There are the ruins of a beacon on the high ground. The church is small and poor.’

			Intrigued by the curious-sounding pits, I turned to the entry on Weybourne and read the following: ‘Behind the village, on the heath, are the curious hollows somewhat resembling the Aylmerton shrieking pits, supposed by some to be the remains of British hut dwellings.’

			The journey passed pleasantly through miles of interesting scenery, and with plenty of time for conversation as well as reading. Edith had prepared a substantial repast, which I thought would have served a multitude, but her son, whose slender frame gave no hint of the size of his appetite, polished off every scrap. ‘No sense letting it go to waste,’ he said, more than once. ‘If you are quite certain you have had enough?’

			We had only a short wait in Thorpe Station at Norwich before catching the train to Cromer. That journey took barely an hour, and thus it was still daylight when our cab deposited us in front of the Vicarage in Aylmerton.

			I say ‘cab’, but the vehicle we hired outside Cromer Station was really more a cart. It was a big open carriage, the sort of thing hired by groups of holidaymakers wishing to see the local sights on a summer’s day, and although it was comfortable enough, it was hardly suitable to the weather, which had turned very cold. I could be pleased that it was neither raining nor snowing, but the buffeting wind had an icy edge to it which made me shiver and pull my woollen scarf up over my face.

			Mr Jesperson, as usual, appeared indifferent to the cold, and obviously enjoyed the unimpeded views of the countryside and did not mind the slow pace of the old cart-horse. He was always keen to explore and learn about new places, and the elderly driver (he and his horse were a well-matched pair) indulged his interest with a story about everything we passed, no matter how ordinary or uninspiring in appearance. To me, his accent was a challenge, especially with the wind whistling about my ears, but I could see that Mr Jesperson understood him well enough, and I was happy to leave them to their half-comprehensible conversation.

			Norfolk is traditionally known for its flatness, but it is not uniformly so, especially in the north-east parts of the county. This area would undoubtedly provide many charming excursions in warm, dry weather, I thought, knocking my feet together in a vain attempt to warm them. I was glad when the road descended into an area of woodland, where we were sheltered from the wind.

			My ears pricked up when I heard the phrase ‘shrieking pits’ and I looked to where the driver was indicating, but could make out nothing in the shadowy depths of the forest.

			‘Are they only in the woods?’ Mr Jesperson enquired.

			‘Nay, nay, master. Hardly. They used to be everywhere, especially on the heath. There are still some to be seen over Beeston way, and one right in Aylmerton – that one is in a field close by the Vicarage. If that’s what you came to see, you won’t miss it.’

			He gave a gusty sigh. ‘Can’t see what the interest is, but the visitors do always ask about the pits. Back in me grandfather’s day there must have been hundreds, but not now.’

			‘Why? What has become of them?’

			‘Oh, the farmers filled ’em in, mostly. So they could plough their land more handily, you see. And some got dug out. Or planted over.’ He waved a vague hand. ‘Anyways, most were disappeared before I was born. I suppose nobody cares about the one in the woods, no call to fill it in, even though it is said to be the deepest of all.’

			Mr Jesperson quizzed him further about the pits, asking his opinion of their origins and purpose, and it was clear by his ready replies that our driver had dealt with the same questions many times before. It was generally said, although you might not think it to look at them, that they were the remains of ancient dwellings, where our prehistoric ancestors had dwelt. Furthermore, he added, quite a few of the local people believed these subterranean homes were still inhabited – by some sort of elves or boggarts, although he did not hold with such nonsense himself.

			Mr Jesperson looked interested. ‘You surprise me. I had thought such tales of an underground race were confined to the Celtic fringe, and connected with chambered cairns and hollow hills, rather than hut circles.’

			Our guide frowned, thrown off his stride. ‘Eh? Well, I cannot explain it except to say that folks round here know what they know, and that’s all there is to it. Anyways, it may be you’ve heard of our famous ghost?’

			‘The shrieking woman?’

			‘ No one can say when or how it happened, but long ago this poor creature was deprived of her baby, and ever since, her ghost haunts the pits, weeping and wailing and searching in vain for her lost child. If the wind is in the right direction you may hear her yourself some dark night . . . only pray you never set eyes on her, for it is said that no one ever survives that experience.’

			‘So I suppose that people generally avoid going anywhere near the pits after dark?’

			‘Oh, yes indeed, master. They surely do.’

			‘Even you?’ he pressed.

			‘Why ever should I want to go roaming around the woods and fields at night?’ the man replied, sounding indignant.

			‘Do you believe in ghosts?’

			The driver frowned. ‘I don’t say that I do, but I won’t say that I don’t. I have heard her shrieking – and the sound fair gives you the chills, whatever you may say you believe – I tell you that.’

			By this time we had come out of the woods and were approaching a crossroads with an inn. Although not mentioned in the guide book, it looked a reasonably comfortable place, and I thought we could do worse than lodge there, if there was no room at the Vicarage, although I imagined that as soon as we had learned all we could about the late Mr Manning from his former hosts we would move on to Cromer and tackle the mysterious Mr Ott. A signpost pointed straight ahead to Holt, right to West Runton and left to Aylmerton.

			As soon as we had turned down the Aylmerton road I saw, straight ahead and on top of a hill, a building with a ruined tower.

			‘Church of St John the Baptist – Aylmerton Parish Church,’ our guide announced. ‘But you want the Vicarage, you said, master?’

			‘Yes, I do, although I will confess to you we have not been invited, and must throw ourselves on the Christian mercy of the minister, who will, I hope, be kind enough to take in two wandering pilgrims.’

			The driver cackled with laughter at Mr Jesperson’s words. ‘Pilgrims, are ye? For by ye’ve come to the wrong place and I should take ye to Wayside Cross instead.’

			‘What is that?’

			‘Nay, I was only fooling,’ he said, abruptly sober.

			‘But what is Wayside Cross?’

			He frowned and fidgeted, obviously wishing he had kept quiet, but as Mr Jesperson would not drop it, finally he said, ‘’Tis a house by the old stump cross, said to mark the old pilgrims’ route to Walsingham – the house takes its name from that. I meant nothing by it. And here is the Vicarage.’ His tone lifted. ‘Mrs Reverend Ringer will be happy to have more visitors from London. She finds it dull here out of season. And you’ll both be very comfortable I’m sure, so long as you don’t object to a bit of preaching from the Reverend.’

			We came to a halt by the front gate of a large and comfortable-­looking house. Mr Jesperson jumped down nimbly, unloaded both our bags, and paid the driver as I was getting down myself. My feet were hardly on the ground before the driver clucked to his horse and they were away at what seemed to me a brisker pace than any the old nag had managed throughout our journey.

			A maid answered Mr Jesperson’s knock on the front door and, incurious as to our names or business, scarcely looked at us before ushering us inside and depositing us in a neat and pleasantly furnished yet chilly sitting room. The fire in the hearth had burnt down nearly to ash. I suppose it was rather late in the day for callers; at any rate, the maid did not stay to build up the fire but merely told us the vicar would be with us shortly, before she left us, almost banging the door shut in her haste.

			While I took a seat, Mr Jesperson discovered some coals lurking in the copper scuttle and set to work reviving the fire. It was soon blazing cheerfully and warmth was stealing back into the chilly room when someone else entered the room.

			The newcomer was a short, powerfully built man, round-faced, clean-shaven and bald, a surviving fringe of light-brown hair appearing like a monk’s tonsure. His collar marked him as a man of the cloth, but his face did not wear the pacific, welcoming expression one might expect. He looked rather pugnacious, in a righteous way, as if we had come to pick a quarrel with him – and he had decided to strike the first blow.

			Without a greeting, without giving us the chance to introduce ourselves, he sternly announced, ‘You are not members of my congregation. Nor are you residents of this parish.’ He swept us both with a penetrating gaze, lingering a bit longer on my face than on Mr Jesperson’s. ‘I venture to guess that you have no friends or relatives here, yet you have come from Norwich – no, you have come all the way from London.’

			I was baffled by his approach; even, I confess, rather intimi­dated, but when I looked at Mr Jesperson, I saw by his alert, amused expression that he was enjoying it.

			‘Bravo!’ exclaimed Mr Jesperson. ‘I perceive you are a devotee of detective fiction, Doctor Ringer. And you are quite right – so far. Can you deduce our purpose in coming to see you?’

			‘Nothing could be more obvious,’ snapped the vicar. ‘Do you imagine I have not met your kind before? Although I admit I do not understand why you should have chosen Aylmerton, rather than some more scenic village with a more celebrated church – there are several within as easy reach of Cromer.’

			‘We did not come here for the church, Doctor Ringer.’ My friend smiled mischievously. ‘And I fear we are at cross-purposes. Pray tell us, will you, the obvious reason?’

			‘Why, that you want to be married!’ he growled.

			I gasped, Mr Jesperson laughed, and the vicar for the first time looked uncertain. He frowned. ‘No? I . . . I beg your pardon, but the maid told me . . . ’

			‘The maid did not even ask our business!’ I cried indignantly.

			‘Had she not been in such a hurry, I should have given her our card,’ said my partner, producing one with a flourish. ‘Jesperson and Lane, at your service.’

			The vicar glanced up from the card, to search our faces once more. ‘Private investigators? You are real detectives, then? You were quite right, to say I am a devotee. But, what can interest you here? What is your business with me?’

			Mr Jesperson took his seat again. ‘Charles Manning gave this as his address.’

			‘Yes, he has boarded with us since midsummer. But I am afraid you’ve had a wasted journey, for he went down to London three days ago and has not returned.’

			‘Nor will he,’ said Mr Jesperson sombrely. ‘We bring unhappy news. Charles Manning is dead.’

			‘How? Why? What happened?’ The vicar leaned forward, his eyes fixed upon Mr Jesperson’s face.

			‘He arrived at our door in a state of fear and distress, and died before he could explain.’

			‘Was he poisoned?’

			The two men stared at each other for a long, charged moment before Mr Jesperson replied, ‘The police do not think so.’

			‘How was it explained?’

			‘Heart failure.’

			The vicar made a sound of disbelief. ‘But he is – was – a strong, healthy young man. I never saw any signs of physical weakness in him.’

			‘His brother agrees with you,’ I said. ‘Tell me, why did you suggest poisoning? Is that simply due to your interest in mystery stories?’

			Dr Ringer regarded me gravely. ‘I wish it were only that. But there have been three mysterious deaths in the parish this past year.’

			Mr Jesperson gave an exclamation. ‘What! Three unsolved murders in this quiet, rural place?’

			The vicar looked a bit abashed. ‘Well . . . not precisely. The first death was that of William Goodall, a farmer. He was undoubtedly poisoned. His wife was suspected of his murder, although she was not charged, and when she died the same way, seemingly by her own hand, this was taken as her remorseful confession. The third victim was not a local man, although he had resided for a time in Cromer. His body was found in the woods near here, after he had been missing for several days, and no one could say for certain how he died. Possibly it was an accident . . . the police are not looking for anyone in connection with the case, but the village gossip has it that he was killed. He was an acquaintance of Charles Manning, so, I wondered . . .’

			‘But Manning died in London.’

			‘Yes, but – why did he go to London? Could he have been fleeing someone, an enemy, who caught up with him there?’

			Mr Jesperson glanced at me and I raised my eyebrows. He returned his attention to the Reverend Dr Ringer.

			‘Did he seem to you to be afraid? Did he say why he was going to London?’

			His shoulders slumped, and the vicar sighed. ‘No . . . He seemed much as ever. He told my wife he was going to London, but as he took no luggage, we expected him to come straight back. When he did not . . . well, we saw no reason to worry. I never imagined anything like this.’

			‘No, of course, why should you? Did you know Mr Manning well? Did he speak to you about his work?’

			‘His work? You mean his studies.’ The vicar’s expression became more reserved. ‘He did at first, but soon realised that I did not share his interest in local superstitions; that in fact I felt his interest to be misguided – and dangerous. I do not believe it can do any good, and indeed may do much harm, to poke and pry into those dark recesses of the human soul, the lingering beliefs in magic and witchcraft, ghosts and fairies and other unchristian things.

			‘I liked Mr Manning – do not misunderstand me. I thought he was a gifted and intelligent young man who would soon get tired of investigating ancient obscenities – I beg your pardon! – and take up more wholesome pursuits. Some of his poetry was quite good – I used to think he might have written some rousing new hymns, if he’d been that way inclined.’

			‘Did he attend your services?’

			The vicar sadly shook his head. ‘Never.’

			‘Do you know why he chose to live here?’

			‘He came to Aylmerton because of the shrieking pits – you have heard of them?’

			We both indicated that we had.

			‘You probably know they are reckoned to be the remains of prehistoric dwellings. Some have been excavated, but nothing of interest ever found. However, Charles was interested in them less from an historic or archaeological view than for their reputation in local folklore. The well-known legend attached to them is of a shrieking woman who haunts the pits, searching for the body of her murdered child, but Charles told me he had learned of another tradition, believed but not widely reported, that the pits are actually the habitations of the little people – fairies, you might say, as long as you don’t think of anything like Shakespeare’s Titania and Oberon. Here in Norfolk there is a tradition of a pygmy, troglodytic race, small folk who may be kind and helpful if it pleases them, but who are more likely to do you harm – or steal your baby.’

			I sighed. ‘You say it is not widely reported, but we heard the same story from the old man who drove us here from the station.’

			‘That would be Royston Kettle,’ said the vicar. ‘Why am I not surprised? Although whether he was Charles’ informant or had the story from Charles, is anyone’s guess.’

			‘Did Mr Manning often interview local people about such things?’

			‘Yes, of course. He meant to write a paper – or perhaps even a book. That was why he came here. He began with the shrieking pits, but he was interested in all the local folklore.’

			Mr Jesperson said, ‘Do you know a man called Felix Ott?’

			As if the name has been a handful of grit flung in his face, the vicar jerked his head back, muscles tensing, and blinked rapidly. ‘Ott! What of him?’

			‘You know him?’

			‘Not to speak to. I am aware of his occupation and his repulsive ideas.’

			‘Repulsive?’

			‘His description of Christianity is unspeakable. If he could, he would bring down the established Church of England, and replace it with devil-worship. He has said as much.’ He stared hard at Mr Jesperson. ‘Why do you mention his name in this house?’

			Seeing the power in his tensed arms, and the unforgiving glare in his eyes, I thought that Christian he might be, but not of the meek and mild, ‘turn the other cheek’ variety.

			‘It was my understanding that Charles Manning decided to move to Norfolk after a meeting with Felix Ott.’

			The other man nodded slowly, and some of the tension vanished. ‘I see. Well, it is no surprise, considering the area Charles had chosen to study. No surprise, either, that he should never have mentioned him to me.’

			‘Alexander Manning was inclined to blame Ott for his brother’s death.’

			I expected Dr Ringer to agree, but he was dismissive. ‘No, no. The man is poisonous, but I doubt he bothers with strychnine or cyanide. And Ott would not destroy a useful tool.’

			‘What if Charles Manning were not as amenable as Ott desired. What if he turned against him, threatened to expose him or spoil his plans in some way? Might not that have made him angry enough to kill?’

			‘Perhaps. Ott strikes me as a thoroughly immoral, utterly selfish creature. He would not baulk at murder. And a man so interested in witchcraft might decide to cast a killing spell on his enemy – this would serve the purpose of demonstrating his powers to his followers, whilst keeping clear of the law. I hardly think that in this modern day anyone would be tried for, let alone found guilty of, murder by witchcraft.’

			‘Do you really think Felix Ott – or anyone – could do that?’ I asked him. ‘That he – or anyone – could have cast a spell to stop Mr Manning’s heart?’

			The vicar turned his gaze on me and nodded soberly. ‘I believe in the power of evil, just as I believe in the power of good. And if ye hath faith as a mustard seed, nothing shall be impossible – this is unfortunately true for those who are determined to do evil as for the pure of heart. We are spiritual as well as material creatures; if I did not believe that, how could I devote my life to preaching the word of God? If witchcraft were not dangerous, why would I want to warn Charles away from it? If it had been only a waste of his time, I might have shrugged it off . . . but it was worse than that. It was far more dangerous than he knew . . . and in a different way than I expected. I was concerned about the state of his soul, you see; it never occurred to me that witchcraft might kill him.’
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