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I’m not interested in the status quo;
I want to overthrow it.

—Machiavelli
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Prologue
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I STEPPED ACROSS THE SILL OF THE CONSERVATORY, glass crunching under the heels of my boots, and steadied my Webley pistol with both hands, reluctant to step inside. It was black as pitch in there, so unlike the safe, comfortable, gas-lit room I was leaving. I could see the palm trees silhouetted against the gray night sky, writhing like demons. The glass had been broken at both ends, affording someone easy access to the house we were supposedly guarding; and the plants brought here from five continents were being buffeted by a gale coming from the Channel. Under such conditions, I’d generally tell the estate owner to go hang himself, but this wasn’t just any estate owner. It was her estate we were guarding, the Widow’s, the lady love of my employer, Cyrus Barker; and I would have done anything to protect her.

The low-lying plants clawed at my trouser legs as I shuffled down the narrow aisle in a fencing stance, leading with my right foot and drawing up my left before stepping out again. I had reason to suspect there was someone in that hot-house jungle, or I’d have been where any sane person would be at that time of night—in bed and thankful for a sturdy roof over my head. Why are leaves from foreign plants always thin and spiky, a danger to one’s eyes? Why can’t they be round and safe like English leaves?

“Step forward,” I muttered to myself. “Step forward. Blast! Where is he?”

Overhead, above the outstretched palm trees and the glass and ironwork canopy, the roiling heavens suddenly released a bolt of lightning that branched across the leaden sky, accompanied by a crash of thunder that rivaled in loudness the explosives I’ve worked with in the past. All the blackness to which I’d become accustomed was replaced in a heartbeat with whiteness, a polar scene that flashed for a brief second before darkness enveloped us again. That instant revealed the location of the intruder, and I didn’t hesitate. My pistol barked, but he was no longer where he’d been.

Reaching a corner, I headed off in a new direction. The rain began in earnest then, beating overhead like grapeshot. Neither of us could rely on sight or sound anymore; we would keep going until we blundered into each other and one of us died. It came sooner than I expected. A splash of lightning revealed an outstretched arm; and before I could move, a blade sliced across my knuckles, causing me to drop my pistol, which skittered across the concrete paving stones to some unknown position. My assailant pressed his advantage, attacking again with an overhand motion, ready to bury a dagger in my chest for decoration, if I had no objections.

I rather thought I had. I raised my left arm to block the stabbing motion; and his blade made a grating, metallic sound against my forearm. Another bolt illuminated us briefly, revealing that we were both small and swarthy and armed with the same weapon, as I slid a ten-inch dagger out of my sleeve. My brief scrutiny revealed that my adversary wore the flat black cap of the Sicilians. The sky went black again, and the intruder melted away among the waving fronds.

I backed away until I felt the cold comfort of a glass wall behind me and sidled along it, knowing I’d either circumvent him or meet him coming from the other side. The manor house seemed remote just then, surrounded by this artificial forest created at a rich woman’s whim. Pushing through the growth underfoot, I waited for another bolt of lightning to provide a glimpse of my attacker.

Suddenly, the glass behind me shattered as he burst through in a hail of shards. We stabbed at each other back and forth, blocking inexpertly in the semidarkness. I was thinking that I’d had a single lesson in the Sicilian blade, while this lad had likely been indoctrinated in it since youth, when his blade finally found purchase, entering the skin just below my left eye and plowing a furrow almost to my ear. Hot blood spilled down my cheek, and I lurched away into the fury of the gale he had brought with him, a voice in my head telling me I was disfigured for life.

What were professional criminals doing here in the gentle slopes of the Sussex Downs? I asked myself, as I gripped my dagger and tried to ignore the searing pain in my cheek. I should be having tea and trying to winkle secrets of Barker’s past from our beautiful hostess. Why had the Mafia chosen now to leave their sun-bleached isle for our northern clime, and how did Barker and I find ourselves the only ones to oppose them? Was it really only a few days since this had all begun?
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I WAS COMING DOWN THE STAIRS ON THE MORNING of the twenty-second of August 1885, when there came a knock upon Cyrus Barker’s front door. Now, I don’t function well, as a rule, until coffee is singing freely in my veins, and that day was no exception. I’d applied a naked blade to my throat in two dozen strokes, and handled the task successfully, so my brain and nerves were ready for a rest; and yet there was that irritating knock. I could have answered it, of course, but getting the door was one of our butler’s duties. In fact, Jacob Maccabee insisted upon it, as if opening a door was an art requiring years of rigorous discipline and study. I vacillated between the front door, Mac’s private domain, and the back hallway. It was like being onstage when an actor misses his cue. I had taken two steps in the direction of the sound when the back door burst open and Mac came in at a trot, muttering under his breath in Yiddish. He brushed past me, giving me a look of minor annoyance—probably for taking up space in his hallway—and continued toward the front door. Freed from the responsibility and the taxing conundrum, I shambled off to the kitchen in search of sustenance.

“Bonjour, Etienne,” I said to Barker’s chef, though I managed to yawn through half of it.

Etienne Dummolard took the cigarette from his mouth long enough to spit upon the slate flagstones in greeting before replacing it again. In a bachelor household such as ours, words are measured slowly in the mornings. Sometimes it is quite eight o’clock before anyone risks a full sentence. I poured my coffee and sat at the table in front of the large window that faced my employer’s garden.

Barker was outside, enjoying his potted Eden. He had his jacket off and was practicing one of the longer fighting forms he had learned in China while around him, Asian gardeners raked stones and pushed barrows containing new cuttings. As I watched, Mac came into view from the back door and I followed his progress over the bridge and along the crooked path to our employer. There was a yellow slip of paper in the butler’s hand, a telegram. Thus endeth the mystery of the knock at the door, I thought, sucking down more coffee. I reached for the marmalade jar and a slice of toast from the rack.

A telegram is generally of interest, most people feeling that sixpence warranted information of some import, but Mac stopped at the edge of the gravel. The form was not to be interrupted. As a play, this was all mildly entertaining, but I’d almost run out of coffee. I got up and poured another cup, noting that Dummolard was making beef and mushroom pie, one of my favorites. When I returned to my seat, Barker had finished the form and was reading the telegram with one hand on his hip.

The Guv nodded and handed it to Mac, who turned back to the house. I opened the Dundee jar and began spreading marmalade onto my toast, noting that Barker was slipping on his jacket. The toast was halfway to my mouth when Mac slapped the telegram against the glass in front of me and I dropped it. According to some inevitable law of physics, the toast fell jam-side down onto my plate. Behind me, Etienne erupted in laughter. He has a rather infantile sense of humor, I’ve had occasion to notice.

The telegram read:

SOMETHING HERE POOLE SAYS
YOU’LL WANT TO SEE STOP
COME QUICKLY STOP WON’T
KEEP IT HERE LONG STOP
DUNHAM

Mac snatched it away and returned to his duties. Barker was just coming over the bridge. There was no time to attempt another slice of toast. I poured the rest of the scalding coffee down my throat and stood.

“No time for breakfast this morning, Etienne,” I said, turning to leave.

“Imbécile,” Dummolard responded. It’s the same word in French and English. His free and caustic opinions would not have been tolerated in any other house in London, but, then, he did not receive any actual pay. He used our kitchen to experiment with new recipes for his Soho restaurant, Le Toison d’Or, claiming he came here out of a sense of gratitude for his former captain in the China Seas—meaning Barker, of course. I thought it more likely he preferred to get away from his wife, Mireille, a six-foot-tall French Valkyrie with whom he had a most volatile relationship.

Once in the hall, I ran to the front door, jammed my straw boater onto my head, and retrieved my malacca stick from the stand. When Barker came through the back door, I was waiting as if I’d been there for some time.

“Good morning, Thomas,” he said.

“Morning, sir,” I replied. He lifted his own stick from the hall stand and we stepped out the front door into Brook Street. It was a warm morning; summer was keeping its grip on London, refusing to surrender. The houses across the street were painted in sunlight, and the birds in Newington were in full throat. It seemed a shame to bring up the subject of work.

“What do you suppose Dunham wants now?” I asked. A few months earlier we had worked on a case with Inspector Albert Dunham of the Thames Police involving missing children.

“You read the same words I did, lad,” he said patiently, as a hansom eased up to the curb and we clambered aboard. We bowled off and were soon clattering down Newington Causeway on our way to London Bridge and Wapping, where the Thames Police station is situated.

Barker lit his pipe and ruminated. Any attempt on my part to instigate polite conversation would have been met with stern resistance—and, at any rate, what would we have discussed? He attended no theater, was tone-deaf, and read few novels. I had not had time to look at the morning’s newspapers; and it was too early to discuss ethics, religion, or politics. I had left without eating my toast merely to sit in a cab for forty-five minutes with nothing to do.

Eons later we arrived at the curious vertical building that housed the Thames Police and were directed around to the back to where the steam launches bobbed gently like tin boats in a bath. In the center of the dock, a large tarpaulin had been thrown over an object roughly the size of a chest of drawers. Whatever it was, the object was sodden, probably having been fished from the river. It had also been doused in carbolic, but the constables who manned the dock had managed to use both too much and not enough. It stung the nostrils but did not sufficiently cloak the reek that emanated from it.

“Hello, Barker,” Dunham said, coming out of the station with Inspector Poole of the Yard. Dunham was short, barrel-chested, and bandy-legged; while Poole was tall and thin. Dunham had white hair like a wad of cotton, with brows and a mustache as black as shoe polish; whereas Poole was going bald with his long, sandy side-whiskers that swagged to his mustache like curtains. One worked for the Thames Police, the other Scotland Yard; and though the two organizations claimed to cooperate, they were as jealous of each other as a pair of opera sopranos. “Poole here said you might be interested.”

“You’re working with Scotland Yard on this?” Barker asked.

“I ain’t decided yet,” Dunham admitted, glancing at his tall companion. “It’s river police business so far, but Inspector Poole has been gracious enough to contribute information. He recognized the body and suggested I telegraph you.”

“Hello, Cyrus,” Poole finally said. He had his hands in his pockets, as if to say he was present merely to give support and would let Dunham handle the actual investigation.

“Terry.” My employer nodded.

Poole was one of Barker’s friends and a seasoned member of the Criminal Investigation Department. He was also a former student, when the Guv taught a class in antagonistics in the C.I.D. building at Scotland Yard. Unlike my employer, who preferred his independence, Poole functioned well within the hierarchical confines of the Metropolitan Police. He’d need all his tact to deal with the prickly Thames Police inspector.

“Well, show us what you brought us here for,” Barker said in his Lowland Scots accent.

“Very well,” Dunham replied. “Mind the reek.” He took a deep breath, like a diver, and crossed over to the tarpaulin, than whipped the canvas away.

Perhaps it was a trick of my mind, but it seemed as if a brown miasma rose from the horrid spectacle that the sunlight revealed to us without mercy. It was a hogshead whose top had been opened and the hoop dislodged, splaying the staves out on one side like jagged teeth. A very large man filled the barrel the way a cork does the neck of a wine bottle. He wore a checked suit of bilious green, making me think of a giant bullfrog. His face was mottled in death, a waxy yellow like cheese rind above, and rusty purple below. I was suddenly glad I’d only had coffee that morning. We all reached for our handkerchiefs and stuffed them under our noses.

Cyrus Barker moved forward and crouched, resting easily on the balls of his feet, eye to eye with the corpse. Absently, he stuffed his handkerchief in his pocket and examined the face.

“I know this man,” he said. “This is Giorgio Serafini. He was an assassin, the best north of Naples. I would not have believed this without seeing it with my own eyes.”

I recalled Serafini, whom Barker had questioned during our first case together. He’d worn a checked suit then as yellow as Coleman’s mustard, and had a high-pitched voice with no trace of an Italian accent. He’d tried to intimidate Barker and ended up flat on his stomach in front of his employer. The meeting had taken place in a restaurant called the Neapolitan, owned by Victor Gigliotti, leader of an Italian criminal organization called the Camorra.

Barker stood again and circled the barrel. He completely removed the top hoop and jumped back as the rest of the staves fanned out. He is fastidious about his clothing. Serafini’s rigid body sat upright in the center, like a stamen surrounded by petals. The effluvia began to work its way around the edges of my handkerchief. Barker coughed once into the back of his hand.

“Get that bloody carboy out here again!” Dunham barked.

One of the constables ran into the station and trotted back a minute later with a large glass container of disinfectant to pour over the head of the late Giorgio Serafini. Of the two—the stench of decay or the burning carbolic—I could not say which was worse.

Barker had stepped out of the way and was now staring down the river. His hand came up and he scratched under his chin, as he often did when he was thinking.

“Are there many Italians working on the river?” he asked. “Dockworkers, stevedores, and so forth?”

“You’re asking me?” Dunham replied, breaking into a grin. “I thought you knew everything. Yes, as a matter of fact, there are. Hundreds of ’em. Mostly casual laborers.”

“Are many of them Sicilian?”

“Sicilian?” Dunham asked, as if it were a new word to his vocabulary. “Dunno ’bout that. One I-talian’s pretty much like another, I reckon.”

“Oh, no,” I put in. “They’re all different. Italy’s only been unified in recent times, and even now, the country is in discord. Most of the south is full of secret criminal societies. What are their names, sir?”

“The ’ndrangheta,” Barker supplied. “The Mafia—”

“I’ve heard of the Mafia,” Poole said, looking up. “They’re the Sicilians, right? An inspector from Palermo is at the Yard this week. He spoke of the troubles they have down there.”

“This kind of trouble,” Barker said, tapping the barrel with the head of his stick.

“You think the Sicilians are behind this?” Dunham asked.

Barker shrugged. “They export olive oil in Sicily, and they use a lot of barrels. This sort of thing is common there.”

“Well, it ain’t here,” Dunham stated. “The only thing we store in barrels is good English ale, which is as it should be.”

“Any sign of how he died, Cyrus?” Poole asked.

Barker nodded. “Shotgun wounds, close up. One here in the right breast, you see, and the other in the back. It scorched the clothing, and the pellet pattern is very tight. I’d say the shooter got him in the back at point-blank range and, when he was down, administered the coup de grâce.”

“I wonder how long he’s been in the river,” Poole said.

“A week or more, I’d say,” Dunham answered, being the expert on anything pertaining to the water. “They shot your boy here and bunged him in the barrel, then tossed it off a dock somewheres. The air in his lungs couldn’t counteract the weight of the barrel and the flesh and bone. It sank to the bottom, probably not more than ten or fifteen feet, and stayed there for several days, putrefying. Then the body filled with enough gases to lift the barrel off the bottom again. I reckon a fellow as big as this one coulda done that. The barrel eventually came to the surface and was spotted by pedestrians on London Bridge. Some fishermen tried to pull it in, but it was too heavy without a winch. We was called in, and don’t even ask me what it was like when we pried off the lid. Made me wonder how much pension I’d have if I resigned this morning.”

“Have you sent word to the Poplar Morgue?” my employer asked.

“We have,” Dunham said. “They are taking their time getting here with their barrow. So you think this is some sort of feud among the I-talians?”

“It would appear so. They have elevated opinions of honor and are often involved in acts of retribution such as this.”

“So this fat fellow was an assassin,” Poole said. “I’ve heard his name before but never actually laid eyes upon him. To tell the truth, for a professional killer, he doesn’t look like much.”

“Don’t let his girth fool you; he could move very quickly and shoot with unerring accuracy. On a dare, he once shot down the barrel of another rifle at fifty yards, bursting the shell in the chamber, or so I’ve heard.” Barker began pushing on one of the lower staves with his stick. It was not going to be an easy thing to get this huge, bloated body onto the barrow when it arrived.

“Sir,” I said, as a thought occurred to me. “What about Serafini’s wife? The two were inseparable.”

“Very good, lad,” Barker said. “You remembered.”

“It’s difficult to forget the first woman who throws a dagger at you.”

“Well,” Barker said, peering into the barrel with a sigh. “They are inseparable still. She’s here at the bottom. I’m afraid the morgue may need to send another barrow.”
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THERE IS NOTHING AN EAST-ENDER LIKES TO DO more than gawk; and if the sight is gruesome, so much the better. The Thames constables, with the peculiar water-spider insignias on their uniforms, kept the crowd pressed behind a barrier; but still every man, woman, and child was afforded a clear view of the late Mr. and Mrs. Serafini being extracted from the barrel. One of the constables even set up a tripod and camera to record the victims in situ, but whether it was for official purposes or a personal souvenir I could not say.

Theoretically, we were gawking with the rest of them, though we had been given a closer view. So far our agency was without a client, though I was certain Victor Gigliotti would be interested in hiring our services. However, if I knew Cyrus Barker, he would refuse such an offer, since the Camorran would undoubtedly set his men loose upon Serafini’s killer like a pack of hounds. Beneath his rough-hewn exterior, the Guv’s scruples grind exceedingly fine.

We departed ahead of the barrow, bound for the Poplar Morgue, a ten-minute walk. Barker knew the way better than I, for I had not yet developed the mastery of London streets that he has, being content with a skeletal knowledge of the main thoroughfares and the use of the odd map. Barker’s method involved tacking an ordnance map to the wall at knee level, sitting on the floor cross-legged, memorizing street by street for an hour, as if the map were a Tibetan mandala. The position gives me leg cramp.

When we arrived, the coroner for the East End, Edward Vandeleur, was occupied with another postmortem. We cooled our heels in the main corridor, while the assistants, in gutta-percha aprons, brought in the bodies and washed them down with more carbolic. I sat and pondered the fact that there was at least one occupation worse than mine to be had in London.

One of the doors in the hall opened suddenly and Vandeleur appeared, his long laboratory coat heavily stained with gore. His appearance always reminded me of Franz Liszt, with his sharp features and shoulder-length white hair combed severely back. Vandeleur was a perfect choice for an East End coroner, having both a law and a medical degree, no small feat. The latter is not a requirement for the position, and most coroners depend on hired surgeons to do their postmortems for them, at two pounds apiece. By doing them himself, Vandeleur was not only saving the government two quid, but also was able to draw his own conclusions, which was far more important.

“Barker!” he said, when he’d noticed us sitting on the bench. “What are you doing here already?”

The Guv frowned. “I came to see about a postmortem.”

“I’ve just finished it. Come have a look.”

Confused, we stood and followed him into the room, to the spattered table where a corpse lay. I had reached that state in my experience as an enquiry agent where the sight of a body no longer made me ill. On the marble slab, its fluids draining into the troughs on the sides, was the body of a man in his early sixties. His nude form had been savaged by the examination process, and the top of his skull lay in a pan. The neatly trimmed gray beard and the state of the nails and hands informed me that this was no common East-ender but a man of substance, a merchant, perhaps, or a banker.

“What have we here?” Barker asked, looking at the corpse.

“Don’t you recognize him?” Vandeleur asked. “It’s Sir Alan Bledsoe.”

“Director of the East and West India Docks? He’s one of the most powerful men in the East End. What’s his body doing here?”

I concurred with my employer that the sight of a man so important to Her Majesty’s government lying here in the Poplar Mortuary was unexpected. Men like Bledsoe died in their Pall Mall clubs or their manors in Hampshire. This corpse was on the wrong side of town.

“His body was found yesterday afternoon in Victoria Park. He went there every day after lunch to read the newspaper. In fact, The Times was still open in his hands when he was found. All factors point to heart failure. He’d already had one a year ago, and was taking digitalis for it. Since the death occurred nearby, the body was brought here, but I’ve had a devil of a time getting permission to do the postmortem. The examination itself was rather routine until about fifteen minutes ago, when I discovered the actual cause of his death.”

“What caused you to doubt it was heart failure?” the Guv asked.

“I found ash on the man’s lips. As luck would have it, I’d seen that sort of thing before. I inserted a long forceps into the throat, and what do you suppose I found? The fag end of a cheroot.”

“He’d swallowed it?” I asked. Sometimes I speak before I think. “Was it lit?”

“It was. Singed his throat, though he was beyond caring by that time. With an infarction of the heart, there is often a constriction of the chest cavity, producing a cough. But if the victim is shot or stabbed, there is an involuntary, sharp intake of breath, and the jaw unclamps. The result is that the cheroot or cigarette may be swallowed. It happens more often than one might think. It’s not conclusive in a court of law, of course, but it was enough to send me looking for an alternative means of death. I methodically examined the body from scalp to sole but found no external wound. I thought perhaps my hunch was wrong.”

“You’re rarely wrong, Dr. Vandeleur. What was the actual cause of death?” Barker asked.

“Something had been inserted into his ear, penetrating the brain; some kind of stout wire perhaps, or an ice pick. Killed him instantly.”

“Wouldn’t that result in an issue of blood?”

“It did. There was a small amount in the ear canal, but the outer ear appears to have been wiped clean. Someone came up behind him while he was reading and killed him so quickly he never even had time to drop his newspaper.”

“The thing that strikes me,” the Guv said, “is the only person I know in London capable of such a subtle method of killing is in the other room there, being disinfected at this very moment, an Italian assassin named Serafini. In fact, it was Serafini’s postmortem I was coming here to speak with you about.”

“That’s more than a coincidence,” Vandeleur said. “Was he killed the same way?”

“No, but he was definitely murdered.”

“Let’s take a look. I don’t suppose Sir Alan will mind if I sew him up later.”

The doctor led us across the hall. If possible, the odor of the corpses was even stronger in the confines of the examination room. Serafini’s form lay stretched on the table, a mountain of mottled flesh. Beside it, the coroner’s assistants bent over a second table.

“What’s going on here?” Vandeleur asked curiously, looking over their shoulders before stepping back with a start. “Ye gods! What is it?”

“It’s a woman, sir,” the first assistant said. The man’s name, I knew, was Trent, and he had helped us on a previous case. Medical students were always queuing up to work under Vandeleur. He was the best coroner in London. “Most of the bones have been crushed. There’s no way we’ll ever get her stretched out, I’m afraid.”

“It’s Serafini’s wife,” Barker supplied. “He never went anywhere without her, not even into the afterlife.”

“It’s obvious both were dispatched by shotguns, though it won’t be official until I file my report. Your Italian assassin took a gun blast to the chest.”

There was no doubting it, for a purplish wound cratered his left breast and another was found among the ribs on his right side.

“I beg your pardon, Dr. Vandeleur,” Trent put in, “but there’s another in his back and two in the woman’s as well.”

“His flesh is all churned up,” the coroner said. Pulling the forceps from his pocket again, he began poking about the wounds. In a moment, he held up a round, metal ball.

“Lead shot,” he pronounced. “His internal organs are peppered with it.”

Barker crossed his arms. “Two blasts; four, if you count his wife. Even if one were to discharge one barrel at a time, it would require reloading.”

“I cannot imagine either one of them giving someone sufficient time to reload,” I hazarded.

“Very true, Thomas,” my employer said. “This was done by two men, then, who would have to be professional killers. For all his girth, Serafini was quick and deadly, and his wife every bit as dangerous as he. Only professionals could have killed him.”

“Three assassinations in London in a day?” Vandeleur remarked. “What is the city coming to?”

“I don’t know, but I intend to find out. So, shall you give a verdict of willful murder regarding Sir Alan?”

Vandeleur stepped into the corridor, and my employer and I followed him, leaving his assistants to their grisly task.

“I am not in the habit of sharing my conclusions before rendering a verdict, Mr. Barker,” he said cautiously, putting the forceps back in his pocket, “but the evidence seems conclusive enough.”

“Is there no possible way that he could have had a seizure which produced bleeding in the brain?”

“Keep to your own field, Barker, and leave the diagnoses to a trained pathologist,” Vandeleur snapped. He could be quite waspish at times.

My employer hesitated. “I was merely thinking of your reputation. In your shoes, I would not wish to render a verdict based upon a wound so small it is barely visible. I wonder how you even spotted it, despite the convolutions of the brain.”

“It was the blood in the ear canal. What are you getting at?”

“I’m afraid no good can come of declaring it a murder. Sir Alan was a very important man. Is there proof it will hold up in court? Most likely, the government shall think you mad despite your reputation, and your position will be in jeopardy.”

“Are you suggesting I render a false verdict?” Vandeleur snapped. “I have never done so in my life and shall certainly not start now.”

“I was thinking of Sir Alan’s wife and Scotland Yard. They will wish to avoid a scandal at all costs. The wound is too small to appear in any photograph. As far as I can see, you won’t have enough proof to convince your peers.”

“For once, I don’t require it. A half hour ago, a representative of Her Majesty’s government arrived informing me that Sir Alan’s death was now a government matter. I don’t know how he knew the man had been murdered. He said he sent for you, as well. That’s what I thought you were here about when I saw you in the corridor.”

“I’d like to speak with this gentleman,” my employer said. “Where is he now?”

Vandeleur led us out of the room and down the main corridor, while I contemplated what it would be like to work all day in a place that smelled of carbolic and moldering bodies. Just before we reached the desk, where an orderly watched like a sentinel, Vandeleur turned and opened a door on the left.

A man stood up in the room beyond, but I could not see him. Barker is over six feet, and Vandeleur approaches it. As unobtrusively as possible, I tried to peer over their shoulders. I was expecting a stranger, but in fact I knew the man. Coupled with what I had seen so far that day, I rather wished I didn’t.
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GOOD MORNING, MR. ANDERSON,” BARKER SAID.

The official was Robert Anderson of the Home Office, a man with a most intriguing title, that of Spymaster General. He had employed us a year before in an action against a group of Irish dynamiters. At the time, he had attempted to recruit my employer, saying he had more than enough work for him, but Barker had turned him down. It didn’t take a private enquiry agent to see that he was about to ask him again.

“You look fit,” Anderson said. “Are you still causing trouble?”

“I’m still setting all the government lads straight, if that is what you mean.”

“You know how it is, Mr. Barker. Too much to keep up with, too little payroll for overworked men. Why don’t we take a walk? The smell in here is giving me a headache.”

Anderson passed between us. He was a man in his mid-fifties, his hair and beard just starting to gray. Barker had told me once that Anderson was a devout Evangelical who spent his nights studying biblical numerology. The spymaster walked to the door and opened it, saying, “Are you coming?” He was unaccustomed to being refused. With a nod at Vandeleur, Cyrus Barker followed Anderson, with me making a trio.

“Is he coming, too?”

“He is,” the Guv said. “Anything you wish to say can be said in his presence. It won’t be repeated.”

I’m grateful for whatever praise Barker throws my way. Like most Scotsmen, he’s frugal with it. In fact, I’d say a dog would starve on it, but perhaps I exaggerate.

“Very well. He was present at our last encounter, I suppose. Come.”

The attendant generally has visitors sign in and out, but he did not come forward as the three of us left the morgue and began walking down Poplar’s High Street, a downtrodden street like a thousand others in the East End.

“Sir Alan was murdered by men from Sicily, who are part of a criminal society that calls itself the Mafia,” the Home Office man said.

“I am familiar with the Mafia,” Barker rumbled.

“I assumed you would be. Your file says you are informed on the workings of most secret societies. That’s why I need your help.”

“Oh, come, the information I have could be memorized by the average constable in an hour or so. There’s more to your being here than that.”

“There is,” Anderson admitted. “There has been a sharp rise in crime all over London in the last month or so, particularly among the criminal class. Close to a dozen have crawled or been carried into local hospitals with stab wounds. Merchants have been harassed, young women interfered with, and fights broken out along the river under the slightest provocation. It’s as if London has gone back to the days of Marlowe, where the slightest brush against a fellow would cause a duel.”

“Surely you know who is responsible,” Barker said.

“Yes. It’s a group of dockworkers from Sicily, perhaps a hundred or more, mostly casual labor. They go where the work is, and right now, they’re needed to unload cargo from the Indies and America. They live with the other Italians in Clerkenwell.”

“You know who they are and where they are. Why not simply arrest them?”

“It’s like trying to pick up sand with your hands. Most of it escapes. We’ve deported a few dozen to the Continent, only to find them back in London within a week, even more determined to cause trouble.”

“They are playing by Palermo rules,” Barker explained. “Justice is swift and punishment severe. London must seem like a holiday to them. Have there been any known incidents of one Sicilian group attacking another?”

“Not to my knowledge.”

“Then I would hazard a guess that it’s being planned by a single man, an organizer recently arrived, someone the Sicilian dockworkers look up to and will follow who can keep them from fighting among themselves. It would have to be someone highly placed in their organization. Find him, and you’ll bust his ring of criminals.”

“We’re not total dolts at the Home Office, Mr. Barker. We understand that, but no one has come forward with reliable information, not even for money. There’s a rumor of one or more caped figures moving about London, but who they are is still unknown, and it may be a hoax.” We passed a closed vehicle at the curb and Anderson spoke to the driver. “Follow at a discreet distance. Keep your eyes and ears open.”

“Yes, sir,” the driver said, a young man who looked too well-groomed to be a common cabbie. He must be another Home Office man.

“This way, gentlemen,” Robert Anderson coaxed. “There is still much to talk about.”

“Aye, there is,” Barker said. “Why isn’t the Yard being brought in on this matter?”

“They’re working on it already, but we’d rather keep our oars in.”

“You make it sound like the annual boat races on the Thames, Oxford versus Cambridge. Anyone I personally bring in to help will find his life in danger. I’m loath to allow that to happen merely so that the Home Office can put one over on the Yard—or the Foreign Office, for that matter.”

“Your point is well taken,” Anderson said, not insulted, “but I feel that for once, it will take a combined effort to stop this organization. Once these people are established, they are like rats, nearly impossible to drive out. However, my staff is still occupied with the Fenian crisis. Frankly, we’re spread too thin to handle both situations. That’s why I thought of you.”

“So, you’re throwing it all in my lap, to handle as I choose?”

“Within reason. I don’t want anything on the front page of The Times. Under normal conditions, I would be concerned that you are something of a law unto yourself.”

“What concerns me,” Barker said, stopping to pull his tobacco and pipe from his pocket, “is that I’m but one man—two if you count Llewelyn here. If pressed, I could collect a handful, but it sounds to me as if you require an army. I’ve tried the army life and have no taste for it.”

“Are you turning me down?”

Barker paused to light his pipe, taking his time about it. The spymaster huffed impatiently.

“I am considering it,” the Guv said, blowing out his vesta. “Do you wish to deport only the Mafia, or do you also include the Sicilians or even the Italians? That’s a tall order.”

“I’m not one of these ‘England for the English’ chaps,” Anderson stated. “If the Italians and Sicilians wish to come here and succeed through hard work and obeying the laws, they are welcome. But if I have to deport a hundred unlawful immigrants in order to stop a handful of Mafia criminals knowledgeable about making bombs and killing people, I won’t lose any sleep over it. I have public safety to consider and I can’t afford to be subtle.”

Just then it began to rain, and we took shelter under a butcher’s awning, trying to ignore the hanging ducks and pig carcasses on the other side of the glass. My mind tried not to connect the sight to our recent viewing of the late Sir Alan Bledsoe of the East and West India Docks, tried and failed in the attempt. The bile rose in my throat.

Barker spoke. “I may be able to assemble some men because they are opportunistic and others because they owe me a debt, but if I need to pay for the services of others, will funds be available?”

“Very little, I’m afraid, beyond your two salaries. You know how tightfisted my superiors can be.”

Our remuneration for the last case we took from the Home Office had barely covered expenses. It was a wonder to me how anything in the Empire was accomplished if every department ran on so tight a budget.

“We shall simply have to make do. I’m owed certain favors here and there. Perhaps I’ll call in my debts.”

“You do that,” Anderson said, as I wondered just what sort of debts he would call in.

“Just how much autonomy would I have?” my employer asked, watching the rain puddling on the pavement while puffing meditatively on his pipe.

“How much autonomy do you need?”

“Carte blanche.”

“Impossible,” the Home Office man said, crossing his arms. “My superiors would never allow it. That’s the complaint the Foreign Office has with you. You always want things your way.”

We waited for Barker’s response. And waited. He seemed in no hurry to give one, safe from the downpour, with the pipe stem between his square white teeth. Give the man a book and he could stand there all day.

Robert Anderson could not. He had neither the time nor the patience. “Well?”

We stepped back as a gust of wind sprayed rain across our shoes.

“Mr. Anderson, I understand how important this matter is. I don’t want the Mafia working in London. It would change the game completely. If I had wanted to open my agency in Palermo, I’d have stopped there instead of coming all the way to London.”

“I’m sure the climate is better,” I remarked, looking at the sky.

“This is nothing, lad,” Barker said to me. “Someday, I’ll show you a Chinese monsoon. A man could drown standing in the middle of the street. Very well, Mr. Anderson. I’ll accept the case as we’ve discussed it.”

“You’re certain you can complete it successfully? We are taking a very large chance,” Anderson said, as if my remark had not reached his ear. A man single-handedly saving the British Empire does not have time for the flippant remarks of a private enquiry agent’s assistant.

“No less so than in most of my cases. If I thought otherwise, I wouldn’t accept the offer.”

“Understand that the Home Office might find the subject too volatile to handle publicly.”

“I’m not concerned,” the Guv replied. “It will be in my hands to bring the work within the perimeters of governmental requirements.”

“Very well,” Anderson said, offering his hand. “Consider yourself working for the Home Office again.” Barker seized Anderson’s hand and shook it in his manner—two pumps that almost pull one’s arm from the shoulder socket.

“Good, then,” my employer said. “Who is in charge of the investigation at Scotland Yard? Please tell me it is not Munro.”

Inspector James Munro was one of the few men at Scotland Yard with whom Barker did not get along. It might be closer to the mark to say they despised each other.

“No. I understand the C.I.D. is handling the case. I believe an Inspector Poole is coordinating the effort.”

“Poole?” Barker murmured.

“You know him?”

“I know him well. You said it is permissible to coordinate with Scotland Yard at some point?”

“It would be in your best interests not to tell Poole you’re working for the Home Office, politics being what they are, but I suppose you are bound to run into the C.I.D. eventually. If you succeed, those to whom it matters will know whose operation it was. You have permission to work with the Yard if you find it necessary. Have you got a plan in mind?”
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