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Chapter One
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The hansom cab lurched around the corner, throwing Pitt forward almost on to his knees. Narraway swore, his dark face twisted with tension. Pitt regained his balance as they gathered speed towards Aldgate and Whitechapel High Street. The horse’s hooves struck hard on the cobbles, and ahead of them traffic was scattering out of the way. Thank heaven this early there was little enough of it: a few costermongers’ carts with fruit and vegetables, a brewer’s dray, goods wagons and one horse-drawn omnibus.

‘Right!’ Narraway shouted at the driver. ‘Commercial Road! It’s faster!’

The driver obeyed without answering. It was fifteen minutes before six on a summer morning and there were already labourers, hawkers, tradesmen and domestic servants about. Please heaven, they would be in Myrdle Street before six o’clock!

Pitt felt as if his heart were beating in his throat. The call had come just over half an hour ago, but it felt like an eternity. The telephone had woken him and he had gone racing downstairs in his nightshirt. Narraway’s voice had been crackly and breathless on the other end. ‘I’ve sent a cab for you. Meet me on Cornhill, north side, outside the Royal Exchange. Immediately. Anarchists are going to bomb a house on Myrdle Street.’ Then he had hung up without waiting for a reply, leaving Pitt to go back upstairs and tell Charlotte before he scrambled into his clothes. She had run downstairs and fetched him a glass of milk and a slice of bread, but there had been no time for tea.

He had stood a cold, impatient five minutes on the pavement outside the Royal Exchange until Narraway’s cab arrived and slithered to a halt. Then the driver’s long whip snaked out and urged the horse forward again even before Pitt had fallen into the other seat.

Now they were charging towards Myrdle Street and he still had very little idea what this business was about, except that the information had come from Narraway’s own sources on the fringes of the seething East End underworld – the province of cracksmen, macers, screevers, footpads and the swarming thieves of every kind that preyed on the river.

‘Why Myrdle Street?’ he shouted. ‘Who are they?’

‘Could be anyone,’ Narraway replied without taking his eyes off the road. Special Branch had been created originally to deal with Irish Fenians in London, but now they tackled all threats to the safety of the country. Just at this time – early summer 1893 – the danger at the front of most people’s minds was anarchist bombers. There had been several incidents in Paris, and London had suffered half a dozen explosions of one degree or another.

Narraway had no idea whether this latest threat came from the Irish, who were still pursuing Home Rule, or revolutionaries simply desiring to overthrow the government, the throne, or law and order in general.

They swung round the corner, left up into Myrdle Street, across the junction and stopped. Just up ahead the police were busy waking people up, hurrying them out of their homes into the road. There was no time to look for treasured possessions, not even to grasp on to more than a coat or a shawl against the cool air of the morning.

Pitt saw a constable of about twenty chivvying along an old woman. Her white hair hung in thin wisps over her shoulders, her arthritic feet bare on the cobbles. Suddenly he almost choked with fury against whoever was behind the danger.

A small boy wandered across the street, blinking in bewilderment, dragging a mongrel puppy on a length of string.

Narraway was out of the cab and striding towards the nearest constable, Pitt on his heels. The constable swivelled round to tell him to go back, his face flushed with anxiety and annoyance. ‘Yer gotta get out o’ the way, sir.’ He waved his arm. ‘Well back, sir. There’s a bomb in one o’—’

‘I know!’ Narraway said smartly. ‘I’m Victor Narraway, head of Special Branch. Do you know where it is yet?’

The constable stood half to attention, still holding his right hand out to bar people from returning to their homes in the still, almost breathless morning air. ‘No, sir,’ he replied. ‘Not to be exact. We reckon it’s gotter be one o’ them two over there.’ He inclined his head towards the opposite side of the street. Narrow, three-storey houses huddled together, doors wide open, front steps whitened by proud, hard-working women. A cat wandered out of one of them, and a child shouted to it eagerly and it ran towards her.

‘Is everyone out?’ Narraway demanded.

‘Yes, sir, far as we can tell—’

The rest of his answer was cut off by a shattering explosion. It came at first like a sharp crack, and then a roar and a tearing and crumbling. A huge chunk of one of the houses lifted in the air, then blew apart. Rubble fell crashing into the street and over other roofs, smashing slates and toppling chimneys. Dust and flames filled the air. People were shouting hysterically. Someone was screaming.

The constable was shouting too, his mouth wide open, but his words were lost in the noise. His body staggered oddly as if his legs would not obey him. He lurched forward, waving his arms as people stood rooted to the ground in horror.

Another blast roared somewhere inside the second house. The walls shivered and seemed to subside upon themselves, bricks and plaster falling outward. Then there was more flame, black smoke gushing up.

Suddenly people started to run. Children were sobbing, someone was cursing loudly and several dogs burst into frenzied barking. An old man was swearing steadily at everything he could think of, repeating himself over and over.

Narraway’s face was white, his black eyes like holes in his head. They had never expected to be able to prevent the bombs going off, but it was still a searing defeat to see such wreckage strewn across the road, and terrified and bewildered people stumbling around. The flames were getting hold of the dry lath and timber and beginning to spread.

A fire engine pulled up, its horses sweating, their eyes rolling. Men leaped out and started to uncoil the big, canvas hoses, but theirs was always going to be a hopeless task.

Pitt felt a stunning sense of failure. Special Branch was for preventing things like this. And now it had happened, there was nothing comforting or purposeful he could do. He did not even know if there would be a third bomb, or a fourth.

Another constable came sprinting along the street, arms waving wildly, his helmet jammed crookedly on his head. ‘Other side!’ he shouted. ‘They’re getting away on the other side!’

It was a moment before Pitt realized what he meant.

Narraway knew immediately. He twisted on his heel and started back towards the hansom.

Pitt was galvanized into action, catching up with Narraway just as he swung up into the cab, barking at the driver to go back to Fordham Street and turn east.

The man obeyed instantly, snaking the long carriage whip over the horse’s back and urging it forward. They went to the left, crossed Essex Street barely hesitating, and glimpsed another hansom disappearing north up New Road towards Whitechapel.

‘After them!’ Narraway shouted, ignoring the other morning traffic of delivery carts and drays, which swerved out of their way and jammed together.

There had been no time to ask who the bombers might be, but as they slewed around the corner into Whitechapel Road, and past the London Hospital, Pitt turned his mind to it. The anarchist threats so far had been disorganized and no specific demands had been made. London was the capital of an empire that stretched across almost every continent on the earth, and the islands between, and it was also the biggest port in the world. There was a constant influx of every nationality under the sun – recently in particular immigrants had arrived from Latvia, Lithuania, Poland and Russia, seeking to escape the power of the Tsar. Others from Spain and Italy, and especially France, had more socialist aims in mind.

Beside him Narraway was craning forward, his lean body rigid. His face turned first one way then the other as he sought to catch a glimpse of the hansom ahead. Whitechapel had turned into Mile End Road. They passed the huge block of Charrington’s Brewery on the left.

‘It makes no damn sense!’ Narraway said between his teeth.

The cab ahead of them turned left up Peters Street. It had barely straightened when it disappeared to the right into Willow Place and then Long Spoon Lane. Pitt and Narraway’s cab overshot and had to turn and double back. By that time there were two more cabs slithering to a halt with policemen piling out of them, and the original cab had gone.

Long Spoon Lane was narrow and cobbled. Its grey tenement buildings rose up sheer for three storeys, grimy, stained with the smoke and damp of generations. The air smelled of wet rot and old sewage.

Pitt glanced along both sides, east and west. Several doorways were boarded up. A large woman stood blocking another, hands on her hips, glaring at the disturbance to her routine. To the west one door slammed, but when two constables charged with their shoulders to it, it did not budge. They tried again and again with no effect.

‘It must be barricaded,’ Narraway said grimly. ‘Get back!’ he ordered the men.

Pitt felt a chill. Narraway must fear the anarchists were armed. It was absurd. Less than two hours ago he had been lying in bed half asleep, Charlotte’s hair a dark river across the pillow beside him. The early sunlight had made a bright bar between the curtains, and busy sparrows chattered in the trees outside. Now he stood shivering as he stared up at the ugly wall of a tenement building in which were hiding desperate young men who had bombed a whole row of houses.

There were a dozen police in the street now and Narraway had taken over from the sergeant in charge of them. He was directing some to the other alleys. Pitt saw with a cold misery that the most recent to arrive were carrying guns. He realized that there was no alternative. The bombing was a crime of rare and terrible violence. There could be no quarter given to those who had committed it.

Now the street was oddly quiet. Narraway came back, his coat flapping, his face pinched, mouth a tight, thin line. ‘Don’t stand there like a damn lamppost, Pitt. You’re a gamekeeper’s son – don’t tell me you don’t know how to fire a gun! Here.’ He held up a rifle, his knuckles white, and pushed it at Pitt.

It was on Pitt’s tongue to say that gamekeepers didn’t shoot at people, when he realized it was not only irrelevant, it was untrue. More than one poacher had suffered a bottom full of buckshot. Reluctantly, he took the gun, and then the ammunition.

He backed away to the far side of the road. He smiled with a twist of irony, finding himself standing behind the only lamppost. Narraway kept to the shadow of the buildings opposite, walking rapidly along the narrow shelf of footpath, speaking to the police where they were taking as much cover as there was. Apart from his footsteps there was no sound. The horses and cabs had been moved away out of danger. Everyone who lived here had vanished inside.

The minutes dragged by. There was no movement opposite. Pitt wondered if they were certain the anarchists were in there. Automatically, he looked up at the rooftops. They were steep, pitched too sharply to get a foothold, and there were no dormers to climb out of, no visible skylights.

Narraway was coming back. He saw Pitt’s glance and a flash of humour momentarily lit his face. ‘No, thank you,’ he said drily. ‘If I send anyone up there, it won’t be you. You’d trip over your own coat-tails. And before you ask, yes, I’ve got men round the back and at both ends.’ He took a careful position between Pitt and the wall.

Pitt smiled.

Narraway grunted. ‘I’m not waiting them out all day,’ he said sourly. ‘I’ve sent Stamper for some old wagons, something solid enough to take a few bullets. We’ll tip them on their sides to give us enough shelter, then we’ll go in.’

Pitt nodded, wishing he knew Narraway better. He did not yet trust him as he had Micah Drummond, or John Cornwallis when he had been an ordinary policeman in Bow Street. He had respected both men and understood their duties. He had also been intensely aware of their humanity, their vulnerabilities as well as their skills.

Pitt had never set out to join Special Branch. His own success against the powerful secret society known as the Inner Circle had contrived an apparent disgrace, which had cost him a position in the Metropolitan Police. For his safety, and to provide him with some kind of job, he had been found a place in Special Branch to work for Victor Narraway. He had been superseded in Bow Street by Harold Wetron, who was himself a member of the Inner Circle, and now its leader.

Pitt felt uncertain, too often wrong-footed. Special Branch, with its secrets, its deviousness and its half-political motives, required a set of skills he was only just beginning to learn. He had too few parameters by which to judge Narraway.

But he was also aware that if he had gone on to further promotion in Bow Street he would soon have lost his connection with the reality of crime. His compassion for the pain of it would have dimmed. Everything would have been at second-hand, particularly his power to influence.

His situation now was better, even standing outside in a chilly lane with Narraway, waiting to storm an anarchist stronghold. The moment of arrest was never easy or pleasant. Crime was always someone’s tragedy.

Pitt realized he was hungry, but above all he would have loved a cup of hot tea. His mouth was dry, and he was tired of standing in one spot. Although it was a summer morning, it was still cold here in the shadow. The stone pavement was damp from the night’s dew. He was not yet accustomed to the stale odour of wet wood and drains.

There was a rumble on the cobbles at the far end of the lane, and an old cart turned in, pulled by a rough-coated horse. When it reached the middle of the lane, the driver jumped down. He unharnessed the animal and led it away at a trot. A moment later, another, similar cart appeared and was placed behind it. Both were tipped on their sides.

‘Right,’ Narraway said quietly, straightening up. His face was grim. In the sharp, pale light, every tiny line in it was visible. It seemed as if each passion he had experienced in his life had written its mark on him, but the overwhelming impression he gave was of unbreakable strength.

There were half a dozen police now along the length of the street. Most of them seemed to have guns. There were others at the back of the buildings, and at the ends of the lane.

Three men moved forward with a ram to force the door. Then an upstairs window smashed, and everyone froze. The instant later there was gunfire, bullets ricocheting off the walls at shoulder height and above. Fortunately, no one appeared to be hit.

The police started to fire back. Two more windows broke.

In the distance a dog was barking furiously, and there was a dull rumble of heavy traffic from the Mile End Road – a street away.

The shooting started again.

Pitt was reluctant to join in. Even with all the crimes he had investigated through his years in the police, he had never had to fire a gun at a human being. The thought was a cold pain inside him.

Then Narraway sprinted over to where two men were crouching behind the carts, and a bullet thudded into the wall just above Pitt’s head. Without stopping to think about it, he raised his gun and fired back at the window from which it had come.

The men with the ram had reached the far side of the street and were out of the line of fire. Every time a shadow moved behind the remains of the glass in the windows, Pitt fired at it, reloading quickly after. He hated shooting at people, yet he found his hands were steady and there was a kind of exhilaration beating inside him.

Higher up the street there was more shooting.

Narraway looked over at Pitt, a warning in his eyes, then he strode across the cobbles to the men with the ram. Another volley of shots rang out from an upstairs window, cracking on the walls and ricocheting, or thudding, embedded in the wood of the carts.

Pitt fired back, then changed the direction of his aim. It was a different window, one from which nobody had fired before. He could see the shattered glass now, bright in the reflected sunlight.

There were shots from several places: the house, the street below it, and at the far end of the lane. A policeman crumpled and fell.

No one moved to help him.

Pitt fired upward again, one window then another, wherever he saw a shadow move, or the flash of gun-powder.

Still no one went for the wounded man. Pitt realized no one could; they were all too vulnerable.

A bullet hit the metal of the lamppost beside him with a sharp clang, making his pulse leap and his breath catch in his throat. He steadied his hand deliberately for the next shot back, and sent it clear through the window. His aim was getting better. He left the shelter of the lamppost and set off across the street towards the constable on the ground. He had about seventy feet to go. Another shot went past him and hit the wall. He tripped and half fell just short of the man. There was blood on the stones. He crawled the last yard.

‘It’s all right,’ he said urgently. ‘I’ll get you safe, then we can have a look at you.’ He had no idea whether the constable could hear him or not. His face was pasty white, and his eyes were closed. He looked about twenty. There was blood on his mouth.

There was no way Pitt could carry him because he dared not stand up; he would make a perfect target. He might even be accidentally hit by a ricocheting bullet from his own men, who were now firing rapidly again. He bent and picked up the constable’s shoulders, and inching backwards awkwardly, pulled him over the cobbles, until at last they were in the shelter of the carts.

‘You’ll be all right,’ he said again, more to himself than anyone else. To his surprise the man’s eyes flickered open and he gave a weak smile. Pitt saw with heart-lurching relief that the blood on his mouth was from a cut across his cheek. Quickly he examined him as much as he could, to find at least where he was hit, and bind it. He kept on talking quietly, to reassure them both.

He found the wound in the shoulder. It was bloody but not fatal. Probably hitting his head on the cobbles as he fell had been what had knocked him senseless. Without his helmet, it would have been worse.

Pitt did what he could with a torn-off sleeve to make a pad and press it on to the site of the bleeding. By the time he was finished – perhaps four or five minutes later – others were there to help. He left them to get the man out, and picked up his gun again. Bending low, he ran over to the men with the ram just as the frame splintered and the door crashed open against the wall.

Immediately inside was a narrow stairway. The men ran up ahead of him, Narraway on their heels, Pitt right behind.

There was a shot from above them, raised voices and footsteps, then more shots in the distance, probably at the back of the house.

Pitt went up the stairs two at a time. On the third floor up he found a wide room, probably having originally been two. Narraway was standing in the hard light from the broken windows. At the far end the door to the stairs down towards the back was swinging open. There were three police cradling guns, and two young men standing still, almost frozen. One had long dark hair and wild eyes. Without the blood and the swelling on his face he would have been handsome. The other was thinner, almost emaciated, his hair red-gold. His eyes were almost too pale greenish-blue. They both looked frightened yet trying to be defiant. Simply and violently two of the police forced the manacles on them.

Narraway inclined his head towards the doorway where Pitt was standing in a silent instruction to the police to take the prisoners away.

Pitt stepped aside to let them past, then looked around the room. It was unfurnished except for two chairs, and a bundle of blankets crumpled in a heap at the further end. The windows were all broken and the wall pock-marked with bullet holes. It was what he had expected to see, except for the figure lying prone on the floor with his head towards the centre window. His thick, dark brown hair was matted with blood and he did not move.

Pitt went over to him and kneeled down. He was dead. There was even more blood on the floor. A single shot had killed him. It had gone in the back of his skull and emerged at the front, destroying the left side of his face. The right side suggested he had been handsome in life. There was no expression left but the remnants of surprise.

Pitt had investigated many murders – it was his profession – but few were as bloody as this. The only decent thing about this death was that it must have been instant. Still he felt his stomach tighten and he swallowed to keep his gorge from rising. Please God, it was not one of his bullets that had done this.

Narraway spoke softly from just behind him. Pitt had not heard his footsteps. ‘Try his pockets,’ he said. ‘Something might tell us who he is.’

Pitt moved the man’s hand, which was in the way. It was slender and well-shaped, with a signet ring on the third finger, expensive, well-crafted and almost certainly gold.

Pitt turned the ring experimentally. It came off with only a little effort. He looked at it more closely. It was hallmarked on the inside, and there was a family crest on it.

Narraway held out his hand, palm up. Pitt gave it to him, then bent to the body again and started to look through the pockets of the jacket. He found a handkerchief, a few coins, and a note addressed ‘Dear Magnus’. Most of the rest of the paper was missing, as if it had been used for a further message.

‘“Dear Magnus”,’ Pitt said aloud.

Narraway was looking at the ring, his lips pursed. In the hard morning light his face was troubled and weary. ‘Landsborough,’ he said as if in answer.

Pitt was startled. ‘Do you know him?’

Narraway did not meet his eyes. ‘Seen him a couple of times. He was Lord Landsborough’s son – only son.’ His expression was unreadable. Pitt did not know whether the heaviness in it was sorrow, anxiety for trouble to come or simply distaste for having to break such news to the family.

‘Could he have been a hostage?’ Pitt asked.

‘Possibly,’ Narraway conceded. ‘One thing for certain, I don’t know how he could have been shot through the window, in the back of his head, and fallen like that.’

‘He wasn’t moved,’ Pitt said with certainty. ‘If he had been, there’d be blood all over the place. A wound like—’

‘I can see that for myself!’ Narraway’s voice was suddenly thick, emotion crowding through it. It could have been pity, or even sheer physical revulsion. ‘Of course he wasn’t moved. Why the hell would they move him? He was shot from inside the room, that’s obvious. The question is why, and by whom? Maybe you’re right, and he was a hostage.

‘God Almighty, what a mess! Get up off the floor, man! The surgeon will come and get him, and we’ll see if he can tell us anything. We must question these two before the police muddy everything up. I hate using them but I have no choice. That’s the law!’ He swung round and strode to the door. ‘Well, come on! Let’s see what they have at the back!’

Downstairs, the sergeant on duty was defiant, as if Narraway accused him of having let the murderer past.

‘We didn’t see ’im, sir. Your man came down the stairs, yellin’ after ’im, but ’e din’t go past us! You must ’ave still got ’im somewhere.’

‘Which man of mine?’ Narraway demanded.

‘’Ow could we know, sir?’ the sergeant asked. ‘’E just came runnin’ down the stairs shoutin’ at us ter stop ’im, but there weren’t no one ter stop!’

‘We found two anarchists alive and one dead,’ Narraway said grimly. ‘There were four men in that room, maybe five. That means at least one got away.’

The sergeant’s face set hard, his blue eyes like stone.

‘If you say so, sir. But ’e din’t come past us. Maybe ’e doubled back on the ground floor and went out the front, while you was upstairs, sir?’ It was said with an insolent edge. Some police did not like being seconded to do Special Branch’s arrest work, but since Special Branch had no power to do it themselves, there was no choice.

‘Or went out and straight back into one of the other buildings?’ Pitt suggested quickly. ‘We’d better search them all.’

‘Do it,’ Narraway said curtly. ‘And look everywhere, in every room, in beds, if there are any, cupboards, under rubbish or old clothes, if there are lofts, even if it’s only space enough to crawl. And up the chimneys, such as they are.’ He turned and strode along the length of the alley, staring up at the other houses, at the rooftops and at every door. Pitt followed on his heels.

Fifteen minutes later they were back at the front door on Long Spoon Lane. The full daylight was cold and grey and there was a sharp edge to the wind down the alley. No anarchist had been found hiding anywhere. No policeman from the front admitted to having seen anyone or chased them inside the building, and no one had emerged at the front. The sergeant at the back did not change his story by so much as a word.

White-faced and furious, Narraway was forced to accept that whoever else had been in the house where Magnus Landsborough lay dead, he, or they, had escaped.

 



‘Nothing!’ the young man with the dark hair replied with contempt. He was in the cell at the police station, sitting on a straight-backed wooden chair, his hands still manacled. The only light came from one small, high window in the outer wall. He had said his name was Welling, but he would give no more. Both Pitt and Narraway had tried to glean from him any information about his colleagues, their aims or allies, where they had obtained the dynamite or the money to purchase it.

The other man with the fair skin and red-gold hair had given his name as Carmody, but he too refused to say anything of his fellows. He was in a separate cell; for the moment, alone.

Narraway leaned back against the whitewashed stone wall, his face creased with tiredness.

‘No point in asking any more.’ His voice was flat, as if accepting defeat. ‘They’ll go to the grave without telling us what it’s all about. Either they don’t know the point of it, or there isn’t one. It’s just mindless violence for the sake of it.’

‘I know!’ Welling said between his teeth.

Narraway looked at him, affecting only the slightest interest. ‘Really? You will go to your grave, and I shall not know,’ he continued. ‘Whether you do or not seems to matter little, since you either cannot or will not share it. That’s unusual for an anarchist.’ He gave a slight shrug. ‘Most of you are fighting for something, and a grand gesture like being hanged is rather pointless if no one knows why you go to it like a cow to the abattoir.’

Welling froze, his eyes wide, his lean chest barely rising or falling with his breath. ‘You can’t hang me,’ he said at last, his voice catching. ‘No one was killed. One constable was hit, and you can’t prove that was me, because it wasn’t.’

‘Wasn’t it?’ Narraway said casually, as if he neither knew nor cared if it were true.

‘You bastard!’ Welling spat with stinging contempt. Suddenly his pretence of calm was gone, and the anger exploded through him. His face was slicked with sweat, his eyes too wide. ‘You’re just like the police – corrupt to the bone!’ His voice shook. ‘No it wasn’t me! But you don’t care, do you? Just so long as you have someone to blame, and anyone will do!’

For a moment Pitt was merely aware that Narraway had provoked Welling into response, then he realized what Welling had said about the police. It was not the accusation that stung, but the passion in his voice. He believed what he was saying, enough to face them with it, even now when it could cost him the last hope of mercy.

Pitt forced his own voice to be level, hiding his emotion.

‘There’s a lot of difference between incompetence and corruption,’ he said. ‘Of course there’s the odd bad policeman, just as there is the odd bad doctor, or . . .’ He stopped. The scorn in Welling’s face was so violent it distorted his features grotesquely, like a white mask under his black hair.

Narraway did not interrupt. He watched Pitt, then Welling, waiting for the next one to speak.

Pitt breathed in and out slowly. The silence prickled.

‘Don’t tell me you care!’ Welling made it an accusation – a sarcasm – as if Pitt had not the honour or the intelligence to be capable of such a thing.

‘Neither do you, apparently,’ Pitt replied, forcing himself to smile. That was not easy. He had been a policeman all his adult life. He had devoted his time and energy, working long days, enduring emotional exhaustion to seek justice, or at least some resolution of tragedy and crime. To place a slur on both the honesty and the ideals of the men he worked with robbed from him the meaning of a quarter of a century of his past, and his belief in the force that defended the future. Without police of integrity there was no justice but vengeance, and no protection but the violence of the powerful. That truly was anarchy. And this smug young man in front of him would lose as much as anyone. He could survive to plant his bombs only because the rest of society obeyed the laws.

Pitt let his own contempt fill his voice when he answered. ‘If the police were largely corrupt, you wouldn’t be sitting here being questioned,’ he said gratingly. ‘We’d simply have shot you. It would be easy enough to make an excuse afterwards. Any story would do!’ He heard how harsh and on the edge of control he sounded. ‘You sit here to face trial precisely because we keep the law you break. It is you who are a hypocrite, and corrupt. You not only lie to us, you lie to yourself!’

Welling’s anger blazed. ‘Of course you could shoot us!’ he said, leaning forward a little, his body bent, half choking on black laughter. ‘And you probably will! Just like you shot Magnus!’

Pitt stared at him, and realized with amazement and rising horror that Welling really was afraid. His words were not bravado; he believed them. He thought he was going to be murdered here.

Pitt turned to stare at Narraway and saw for an instant the same astonishment in him. Then it was gone. Narraway’s expression resumed its impersonal anger. He raised his eyebrows. ‘Magnus Landsborough was shot from behind,’ he said carefully. ‘He fell forward, with his head towards the window.’

‘He wasn’t shot from outside,’ Welling responded. ‘It was one of your people coming up from the back. As I said, as corrupt as hell itself.’

‘That’s a charge. You’ve proved nothing,’ Pitt countered. ‘And it’s only just happened, so it could hardly be a motive for bombing Myrdle Street. Why Myrdle Street, anyway? What did those people ever do to you? Or doesn’t it matter who it is?’

‘Of course I don’t have proof of corruption,’ Welling said bitterly, straightening his body again. ‘You’ll cover it up, just like you do all the rest. And you know why Myrdle Street.’

‘All the rest of what?’ Narraway asked him. He was standing elegantly, leaning against the wall, his thin body tense. He was not a big man. He was shorter than Pitt and much lighter, but there was a wiry strength in him.

Welling considered before he replied. He seemed to be weighing the risks against the values of talking. When he finally did, he still gave the impression of being in the grasp of anger rather than reason.

‘Depends where you are and who you are,’ he said. ‘What crimes you get caught for, and what gets overlooked – if you put a little money the right way.’ He looked from one to the other of them. ‘If you run a string of thieves, give a proportion of your take to the local police station and no one’ll bother you. Have a shop or a business in certain places and you won’t get robbed. Have it somewhere else and you will.’ His eyes were hot and angry, his body stiff.

It was a massive charge he was making, hideous in its implications.

‘Who told you all this?’ Narraway enquired, cutting off the questions that were rising in Pitt’s mind, and which he found too painful to find words for easily.

‘Told me?’ Welling snapped back. ‘The poor devils who are paying, of course. But I didn’t expect you to believe me. You’ve a vested interest in pretending not to. Ask around Smithfield, the Clerkenwell Road and south to Newgate or Holborn. There are scores of alleys and backstreets full of people who’d tell you the same. I’ll not give you their names, or next thing they’ll have to pay twice as much, or have the police all of a sudden find stolen goods in their houses.’

Narraway’s face reflected open disbelief. Pitt did not know if it was real, or a mask put on precisely to provoke Welling to go on talking, giving away everything he had in order to prove his accusation.

Welling might have realized it, but he was too angry to guard his tongue. ‘Go ask Birdie Waters up the Mile End Road!’ he charged. ‘But he’s in the Coldbath Prison right now. Doing time for receiving, except he didn’t even know he had the things. Silver, from a robbery in Belgravia.’ His voice hurt with rage. ‘Birdie’s never been to Belgravia in his life.’

‘Are you saying the police put it there?’ Pitt interrupted whatever Narraway had been going to say.

‘That’s only one of a dozen,’ Welling retorted. ‘Good, decent people are being robbed, injured, frightened into giving up their honour and their business, and the police look whichever way suits them best.’ He was close to tears with frustration. ‘The whole government wants throwing out, destroying, before it twists us all so tight we have nothing left to fight with. We need to make a clean sweep, start over.’ He jerked his head violently, the muscles of his neck and shoulders knotted. ‘Get rid of them all, the greedy, lying, corrupt—’ He stopped suddenly, his body sagging as if the spirit had gone out of him. He turned away. ‘But you’re government – police,’ he said helplessly. ‘Everything you want, your money, your power, it’s all tied up in keeping things as they are. You’re all part of it, whether you know it or not. You can’t afford to escape!’ He gave a wild laugh. ‘Where would you go?’ He held his chin high, eyes blazing, but without hope.

Pitt’s mind was racing. Many of the streets Welling had spoken of were within the Bow Street area, policed by his own old station, men he had worked with, commanded. Now it was under Superintendent Wetron, who was of the Metropolitan Police – and the Inner Circle. But Pitt refused to believe that he could have changed things so dreadfully in little more than a year. Welling had to be wrong.

Welling was staring at him, understanding of his defeat in his face already. He gave a jerky little laugh, as if to protect his vulnerability from showing. ‘You don’t dare believe it, do you?’ he said wretchedly.

‘Why Myrdle Street?’ Pitt asked again, going back to the unanswered question. ‘They’re just ordinary people.’

The sneer twisted Welling’s face again. ‘Police.’ He said the single word with a snarl.

‘Police?’ Pitt questioned.

‘As if you didn’t know!’

‘I don’t! I’m Special Branch.’

Welling blinked. ‘The house in the middle was Grover’s. He’s Simbister’s man! Cannon Street.’

‘And that is worthy of a death sentence?’ Narraway enquired icily.

Welling was defiant, his eyes filled with hate. ‘Yes! If you’d watched him, seen him hurt and humiliate people – yes it is!’

Narraway straightened up away from the wall.

‘You are not judge, jury and executioner, Mr Welling. You take rights which are not yours.’

‘Then you do it!’ Welling shouted at him. ‘Someone has to!’

Narraway ignored him and turned to Pitt. ‘I shall go to inform Lord Landsborough of his son’s death. It will be necessary for him to identify the body.’ His voice was perfectly steady, just a little strained. ‘You go back to Long Spoon Lane and examine everything again. I should like to know for myself who murdered Magnus Landsborough, and, if possible, why. It seems peculiarly pointless. But then I suppose anarchy is pointless, by definition.’

‘You murdered him!’ Welling spat, tears on his white face. ‘Because he was our leader. Can’t you understand that when you cut one of us down, another will rise up to take his place? Over and over as many times as it needs. You can’t kill everybody. After all, who would do the work then? Who would you govern?’ His voice shook with a passion of irony. ‘Can’t have a government unless there’s someone to hew the wood and draw the water, someone to take the orders and do as they’re told.’

Narraway did not look at him. ‘And I should like to demonstrate to Mr Welling that one of his own people is responsible for the death of his leader,’ he added. ‘We don’t shoot people we need to get rid of – we hang them.’ And he turned and walked out of the room, leaving Pitt to follow him.

Welling stared after them, his eyes scalding with tears of helplessness.

 



Narraway had to make several enquiries and it took him until the middle of the afternoon before he walked up the steps of the Athenaeum at 107 Pall Mall to speak to Lord Landsborough. Narraway was a member, or of course he could not have entered, Special Branch or not.

‘Yes, sir,’ the steward said quietly, his voice little more than a whisper. ‘Shall I inform his lordship you are here?’

‘A private room,’ Narraway instructed him. ‘I am afraid I have very bad news for his lordship. You might see that there is a decent brandy and glasses on the table.’

‘Yes, sir. I’m very sorry, sir.’ The steward conducted him along the silent corridor to such a room as he had requested, and left him there. Two minutes later another steward brought a silver tray with Napoleon brandy and two delicately engraved balloon glasses.

Narraway stood in the middle of the Aubusson carpet and tried to compose his thoughts. This was the heart of the most civilised place in Europe: a gentleman’s club, where impeccable manners were observed at all times. Voices were not raised. A man could sit here and discuss the art and philosophy, the sport or governments of the earth, exploration of the Empire and beyond, the history of the world itself, and meet with intimate wit and disciplined intelligence.

And he had come here to tell a man that his son had been murdered in an anarchist gun battle a handful of miles away.

Pitt might have been better at this. He was used to it. He might have some form of words that made it at least dignified. He had children himself. His imagination would lend an eloquence to his pity. Narraway could only struggle after it. He had no wife, no children, not even a younger sibling. His job had taught him how to survive alone even more than fate had dictated for him. He lived in his mind, his brilliant, subtle, instinctive brain – caring but never caring too much. Deliberately, he had no hostages to fortune.

The door opened and he found himself standing rigidly, gulping air. Lord Sheridan Landsborough came in and closed it softly behind him. He was a tall man, a trifle stooped now. He looked past seventy, with a wry, gentle face, which must have been handsome in his youth, and still held unusual charm and intelligence.

‘Mr Narraway?’ he said courteously.

Narraway inclined his head in a slight bow of acknowledgement. ‘My lord. Perhaps you would like to sit down?’

‘My dear fellow, I am not as fragile as all that! Or is the news you have brought so very terrible?’ There was already a shadow in his eyes.

Narraway felt himself colour very slightly.

Landsborough saw it.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he apologized. ‘Of course it is. You would not have come personally were it something trivial.’ He sat down, but more to oblige Narraway than because he required to. ‘What has happened?’

Narraway sat also, to avoid looking down at him. ‘There was an anarchist bombing in the Mile End area this morning,’ he said quietly. ‘We were warned of it, and arrived in time to pursue those who caused it. We ran them down in Long Spoon Lane and laid siege to the house. There was a brief gun battle before we took it. When we went in we found two anarchists alive, and the body of a third. He had been shot. We don’t yet know by whom, except that it was from inside the room, not outside.’ Looking at Landsborough’s face he could see that he already knew what Narraway would say next. ‘I’m sorry,’ he continued gravely. ‘The signet ring on his hand, as well as the statements by one of the men we caught, identify him as Magnus Landsborough.’

Landsborough might have been half expecting it, but still the colour bleached from his face, leaving his skin almost grey. He hesitated a long, agonized moment, fighting to control his voice, then he answered. ‘I see. It was considerate of you to come in person. I suppose you wish me to identify . . .’ He was unable to continue. His throat simply closed up and he gasped to draw air into his lungs.

Narraway felt utterly helpless. He had just inflicted appalling pain on a man, and was obliged to sit by without even averting his eyes as Landsborough struggled to maintain his dignity.

‘Unless there is a close relative you would prefer to send,’ he offered, knowing Landsborough would not accept, even were there such a person.

Landsborough tried to smile, and failed. ‘No.’ His voice cracked. ‘There is no one else.’ He did not say that he would not ask it of Lady Landsborough. Such a thought would not enter his mind.

Narraway wanted to apologize again, but to do so would only require Landsborough to wave it away. Instead he used the moment to ask the painful question he was obliged to. It was still just possible Magnus had been some kind of hostage, although Narraway did not believe that. Welling had said he was their leader, and for all his naïvety, his passionate, ignorant and one-sided philosophy, Narraway felt that Welling was speaking what he perceived to be the truth.

‘What were Mr Landsborough’s political ideals, my lord?’ he asked. ‘As far as you know.’

‘What? Oh?’ Landsborough thought for a moment, when he answered there was a softer tone to his voice, on the edge of self-mockery, and tears. ‘I am afraid he followed some of my own liberal ideas, and took them rather too far. If you are trying a little delicately to ask me if I knew he had espoused more violent means of persuasion, I did not. But perhaps I should have expected it. Had I been wiser, I might have done something to prevent it, although precisely what escapes me.’

Narraway was wrenched with an unexpected pity. Had Landsborough railed against fate or society, or even Special Branch, it might have been easier. He could have defended himself. He knew all the reasons and the arguments for what he did, the necessity of it. Most of them he actually believed, and he had never allowed himself to care whether others did or not. He could not afford to. But the silent, uncomplaining wounds of the man opposite him struck where he had no armour prepared.

‘We cannot force other men to adopt our convictions,’ he said quietly. ‘Nor should we. It is always the young who rebel. Without them there would be little change.’

‘Thank you,’ Landsborough whispered. Then he coughed several times and took a few moments to master himself again. ‘Magnus felt passionately about individual liberty, and he said he believed it to be under far more threat than I did,’ he continued. ‘But then I have seen tides of opinion ebb and flow more than he has. The young are so impatient.’ He climbed stiffly to his feet, using the armrests of the chair to propel himself upright. He seemed a decade older than when he had sat down less than ten minutes earlier.

There was no answer for Narraway to make. He followed him out of the door, retrieved their hats from the steward, and went to the front steps where there seemed always to be a hansom waiting. He gave the driver the address of the morgue where the body had been taken, and they rode in silence. It was not that Narraway did not know what to say; rather he wished to allow Landsborough to grieve without the necessity of having to disturb himself to find the words to be courteous.

And yet at some point Narraway would have to ask him more about his son: questions of associates, of money, names, places that might lead to other anarchists, which he could not afford to let pass, however painful.

The morgue had the smell of wet stone, carbolic and the indefinable odour of death familiar to Narraway, but perhaps alien to Landsborough. Most people died at home, and a sick room, whatever the illness, never had this cloying, overscrubbed dampness to it. This building was not designed for the living.

The attendant met them with a professional mask of solemnity. He knew how to conduct himself in the presence of overwhelming pain without intruding upon it. He took them along the corridor to the room apart where the body was lying on a table. It was covered by a sheet, even the head.

Narraway remembered how damaged the face was, and strode over ahead of Landsborough, interposing his body between him and the table. He pulled up the side of the sheet, exposing the dead man’s hand. The signet ring had been replaced and would be sufficient for Lord Landsborough to identify the body.

‘Is he really so badly disfigured?’ Landsborough said with faint surprise.

‘Yes.’ Narraway diverted his gaze to the hand.

Landsborough looked down at it. ‘Yes, that is my son’s ring. And I believe that is his hand. I would still like to see his face.’

‘My lord . . .’ Narraway started to protest, then changed his mind. He was being foolish. Without looking at the face it was not a full identification. He stood aside.

‘Thank you,’ Landsborough acknowledged the gesture. He picked up the sheet and looked in silence at the features – shattered on one side, almost peaceful on the other. Then he replaced the sheet. ‘That is my son,’ he said in a whisper. His voice jerked, as if he had meant to speak more loudly, but his body would not obey him. ‘Is there more you require of me, Mr Narraway?’

‘I’m sorry, sir, there is.’ Narraway turned to lead the way out along the corridor, thanking the attendant briefly, and went outside into the warm air of the street.

‘The anarchists must have had money to finance their arms,’ he said as the traffic clattered past them. ‘Dynamite has to be paid for. If we could trace their purchases we might find the rest of them, before they blow up more people’s homes.’ He spoke of the destruction deliberately, ignoring the slight wince of pain that tightened Landsborough’s face. ‘We need to find them,’ he emphasised. ‘We need to know Mr Landsborough’s associates, anything of his movements lately.’

‘Yes, of course you do,’ Landsborough agreed, blinking a little in the sun as if its light were suddenly harsher than before. ‘But I can’t help you. Magnus was seldom home. I was aware of his convictions – although I admit, not of their depth – but I did not know his friends.’ He bit his lip. ‘And as for money, he had a small annuity, but it was not sufficient to buy arms, merely to feed and clothe himself. I paid the rent of a set of rooms for him, off Gordon Square. He wished to be independent.’

‘I see.’ Narraway was not certain of how entirely he believed Landsborough, but he was quite sure that it would be pointless to press the issue any further at the moment. ‘We will require to look at the rooms in Gordon Square, in case he left anything there which could lead us to his associates.’

‘Naturally. I shall send my man to give you the address and my keys to it.’ Landsborough straightened his shoulders. ‘If that is all, Mr Narraway, I should like to return to my home. I must inform my wife of what has happened.’

‘Yes, of course, sir. May I walk to the end of the street and fetch a cab for you?’ He said it almost without thinking; it seemed the natural thing to do.

Landsborough thanked him, and waited motionless on the kerb.

 



Pitt returned to Long Spoon Lane with a sense of foreboding. It was still guarded by police and he was stopped by a constable, who took a moment to recognize him before snapping to attention.

Pitt did not blame him. He did not look like an officer at all, let alone a senior one. He was tall, and walked with the loose-limbed practical grace of a countryman who was accustomed to covering great distances over heath and woodland. His father had been a gamekeeper on a large estate, and as a boy Pitt had gone through the woods or over the heath with him at times. Even now, decades later, Pitt still tended to stuff his pockets full of objects that might one day be of use: handkerchiefs, old bits of string, coins, sealing wax, a box of matches, pencil stubs, paper, a couple of bull’s-eye sweets in wrappers, two paper clips, a pipe cleaner, half a dozen keys and odd buttons.

‘How’s the man who was injured?’ he asked.

‘Oh, he’ll be all right, sir,’ the constable assured him. ‘Bled a bit, but it’s nothing that won’t heal. He was lucky. You’ll be wanting to see the sergeant.’

‘Yes. And I need to go back into the building and see the room where the young man was killed. Who was at the back stairs first?’

‘I dunno, sir, but I’ll find out. Can you make your own way inside, or would you like someone to go with you?’

‘I’ll make my own way.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Pitt walked across the cobbles of the lane and in through the broken door. He climbed the stairs one at a time. It was only a matter of hours since he had come in here, his heart pounding. The shots were still ringing in his ears. Now it seemed oddly desolate, as if no one alive had been here for weeks. It was not that it had a sense of settled dust, or even the staleness of closed air, but a feeling as if whoever had left it would never return. There were no personal belongings anywhere, nothing valued or intimate: only a broken bottle, the lower half of a cocoa tin, a couple of rags too discoloured to be identifiable.

At the top, in the main room, light streamed in through the broken windows. The dust and grime on the shards still left in the frames made them look almost like frosted or painted glass. The pool of blood where Magnus Landsborough had lain was congealed now, sticky but not wet any more. It was smeared where moving him had disturbed it. Other than that it was exactly as when Pitt had first seen him. The police and the surgeon had been very diligent.

Pitt leaned over and looked at the floor long and carefully, studying the outline of the body where it was indicated by footprints, dried and smudged blood, and the scuffing of men lifting something heavy and awkward. Magnus had lain full length on the floor. Pitt had a measuring tape among the other numerous items in his coat pocket. He took it out and stretched it from the top of where the head had been down to the furthest mark of the feet. Allowing for a little crumpling, the man must have been a trifle over six feet tall. It was not possible to be more accurate.

What was absolutely certain was that he had fallen forwards when the shot had struck the back of his head. There was no way at all in which it could have come from the street below and caused him to fall as he had. Added to that, the shot had struck him in the back of the skull, and emerged through the general area of his left cheekbone. The street was narrow and two storeys down. Had the bullet come from below, its passage would have been at a sharp upward angle, in at the back of the neck, and out through the brow. And Landsborough would have to have been standing facing the room, looking away from the gunfire.

Was it possible Welling was speaking the truth, and the first constable up the back stairs had shot the man? But why? Rage? Fear that Landsborough had a gun and posed some immediate danger to him? There had been no gun beside the body.

Pitt heard footsteps on the stairs and a moment later a uniformed sergeant stood in the doorway. He was fresh-faced, probably in his late twenties, and at the moment very sober in demeanour.

‘Linwood, sir,’ he said stiffly. ‘You wanted to see me?’

Pitt straightened up. ‘Yes, Sergeant. Were you the first into this room when we broke in?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Describe what you saw, exactly.’

Linwood concentrated, looking down at the floor. ‘There were three men in here, sir. One was standing in the far corner, with a gun in his arms, a rifle. He had gingery hair. He was looking straight at me, but not holding the gun to fire. I reckon it could have been empty by then. They’d shot plenty out of the window.’

That sounded like Carmody, from the description. ‘Who else?’ Pitt asked.

‘Dark man, lots of hair,’ Linwood said, screwing up his face in concentration. ‘He looked pretty shocked. Standing just about there.’ He pointed to a place less than a yard from where Pitt was.

‘Beside the body on the floor!’ Pitt said in surprise.

Linwood’s eyes opened wide. ‘Yes, sir. He had a gun, but he couldn’t have shot him. The bullets had to have come from over there.’ He indicated the door at the further end of the room, going towards the stair to the back, down which the police had pursued the man who had shot Landsborough, and presumably escaped.

‘What else?’ Pitt asked.

‘The dead man on the floor,’ Linwood answered.

‘You’re sure? How was he lying – exactly?’

‘Just as you found him, sir. That shot killed him outright. Blew his brains out, poor devil.’

Pitt raised his eyebrows. ‘Poor?’ he questioned.

Linwood’s mouth curled down. ‘I pity any man shot by his own, sir, whatever he believed in. Betrayal turns my stomach.’

‘Mine too,’ Pitt agreed. ‘Are you sure that’s what it was?’

‘I don’t see what else it could have been, sir.’ Linwood stared straight back at him. ‘I heard a shot when I was at the bottom of the stairs. Ask Patterson; he was straight behind me, and Gibbons behind him.’

‘And Welling and Carmody were standing where you said?’

‘Yes. So either one of them shot him, and the other is lying to protect him, or it was one of the ones who escaped,’ Linwood replied. ‘Any way you look at it, it was one of his own.’

‘Yes,’ Pitt agreed grimly. ‘Welling says it was us.’

‘He’s a liar.’

‘Not someone in uniform.’

‘We were all in uniform, sir,’ Linwood said stiffly. ‘The only ones in plain clothes were you and your boss from Special Branch.’

‘I don’t think Welling was lying,’ Pitt said thoughtfully. ‘I think it was someone he didn’t know, or didn’t recognize.’

‘Still one of his own.’ Linwood’s face was hard, anger making his voice cutting. ‘He was shot in the back.’

‘I know. Looks as if anarchy’s an even uglier business than we thought. Thank you, Sergeant.’

‘Yes, sir. Is that all?’ Linwood stood to attention, or close to it. He did not consider Special Branch to be real police.

‘For the moment,’ Pitt replied.

Linwood left, but Pitt stood still in the room, picturing in his mind the sequence of events. He had come up the stairs behind Narraway and the three policemen. He had been one flight up when he had heard the shot from the room above, and the shouting.

When he had got there, seconds after the police, they had been standing still to this side of the gunmen. The far door had been swinging. Someone else had just gone out of it. No one had mentioned seeing him, so he must already have disappeared when the first man came in at the front.

Welling and Carmody were refusing to name anyone else, but they insisted the police had shot Magnus Landsborough. From the angle of the bullet and the way Landsborough was lying, the shot had to have come from the door to the back stairs. Presumably, the man had escaped that way, Welling and Carmody assuming him to be police, and the police at the back mistaking him for one of the police with Special Branch from the front, in hot pursuit of an anarchist. They must have let him go right past them!

The mechanics of it were beginning to make sense.

Had the police at the back been careless and let at least one man through, perhaps more? Or corrupt, and intentionally allowed them to escape?

Who was the man who had shot Landsborough from behind the door, and then raced downstairs pretending to be a policeman? Had he seized a chance suddenly presented to him by fate, or had he waited in the building in Long Spoon Lane, knowing that after the explosion the bombers would return here?

Why? An internal rivalry, one group against another? A clash of ideals, a war for territory? Or a fight for leadership within one group?

Or something else altogether?

Pitt walked slowly across the room and out of the door to the back stairs, the way the killer must have gone. Outside in the street he found another constable, but he could tell him nothing more.




Chapter Two
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Pitt closed the front door quietly, took off his boots and walked along the passage towards the lights and the sounds of laughter in the kitchen. It was nearly eight o’clock, and although it was a mild evening, he was shivering cold with exhaustion, not so much of body as of mind.

He pushed the door open and was engulfed with the warm smells of hot pastry, vegetables, and the dry, delicate odour of clean linen on the airing rail above. The gaslight shone on the blue-ringed china on the dresser and the pale, scrubbed wood of the table.

Charlotte swung round to smile at him. Her hair was still pinned up, but wisps of it were coming loose, and she had an apron on over the sweep of her skirt.

‘Thomas!’ She moved quickly towards him, then looked at his face and frowned. ‘Are you all right?’ she demanded. ‘There was a bomb! What happened?’

‘Yes, I’m just tired,’ he answered her. ‘No one was hurt in the blast. One policeman was shot in the siege, but it was just a flesh wound.’

She kissed his cheek quickly and pulled away. ‘Have you had anything to eat?’ she said with concern.

‘No,’ he admitted, pulling out one of the hard-backed chairs and sitting down. ‘Not since a ham sandwich at about three o’clock. But I’m not really hungry.’

‘Bombs!’ Gracie said with a snort of disgust. ‘I dunno wot the world’s coming ter! We should put the lot of ’em on the treadmills down the Coldbath Fields!’ She turned round from the stove and regarded Pitt with proprietary disapproval. She was far more than a maid, and her loyalty was passionate.

‘Well, a bit o’ apple pie won’t do you no ’arm. An’ we’ve some cream – thick as butter, it is. Could stand yer spoon up in it, an’ all.’ Without waiting for him to accept or decline, she swept into the pantry, swinging the door wide open.
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