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ABOUT THE BOOK

1919. The eyes of the world are on Paris, where statesmen, diplomats and politicians have gathered to discuss the fate of half the world’s nations in the aftermath of the cataclysm that was the Great War. 


A horde of journalists, spies and opportunists have also gathered in the city, and the last thing the British diplomatic community needs at such a time is the mysterious death of a senior member of their delegation. So when Sir Henry Maxted falls from the roof of his mistress’s apartment building in unexplained circumstances, their first instinct is to suppress all suspicious aspects of the event.


But Sir Henry’s son, ex-Royal Flying Corps ace James ‘Max’ Maxted, has other ideas. He resolves to find out how and why his father died – even if this means disturbing the impression of harmonious calm which the negotiating teams have worked so hard to maintain. 


In a city where countries are jostling for position at the crossroads of history and when the stakes could hardly be higher, it is difficult to tell who is a friend and who a foe. And Max will soon discover just how much he needs friends, as his search for the truth sucks him into the dark heart of a seemingly impenetrable mystery.
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SPRING, 1919


 

THEY COULD IGNORE the telephone. That was one of the unwritten clauses of the Armistice. No telephone would have rung unanswered for long at the squadron base in France where their paths had first crossed in the summer of 1915. But they were not in France. And the war was over. So there they stood, side by side, aware of the importunate ringing in the unattended office in the corner of the hangar, but unmoved by it, lulled by the scent of oil and varnish and the fluttering of a pigeon in the rafters and the vernal brightness of the light flooding in around them.

It was a silvery late-morning light that gleamed on the fuselages of an array of aircraft that had never strained through dives or loops in combat, or been strafed by enemy fire, because they had been constructed just as the war was ending and were now as redundant, for all their elegance and cunning of design, as the pair of youthful Royal Flying Corps veterans who were admiring them.

Even at a glance the two men would have struck an observer as dissimilar, so dissimilar that probably only the war could account for their ease in each other’s company. The taller and slimmer of them was James Maxted, former lieutenant, known to all but his family as Max. He had a good-looking face that held a promise of rugged handsomeness in middle age, boyishly flopping fair hair, pale-blue eyes and an ironic tilt to his mouth that hinted at cynicism. His companion, a shorter, bulkier figure, was Sam Twentyman, former sergeant. Max had served in the RFC as a pilot and known Sam as the most reliable and resourceful of the engineers who kept his plane in the air. Sam was five years older than Max, but looked younger, despite some greying of his curly brown hair, thanks to his round, rosy-cheeked face and general air of terrier-like eagerness.

‘You’re sure Bristols are the ones to go for?’ Max asked, arching a sceptical eyebrow. ‘Some of the lads who flew them said they preferred the Sopwiths.’

‘They did at first, sir,’ Sam replied. He still addressed Max as an NCO would an officer and showed no sign of breaking the habit. ‘But after all the modifications we made the Bristol was the best two-seater by a long chalk. You were out of circulation by then, of course.’

By ‘out of circulation’ Sam meant held for the duration in a prisoner of war camp in Silesia. Max smiled at the euphemism and stepped close enough to the nearest plane to run an appreciative hand over the burnished wood of its propeller vanes.

‘Well, you’re the boss, Sam.’

Now it was Sam’s turn to smile. They were spending Max’s money, not his. He had no illusions about who would be calling the tune in their future enterprise. ‘Will the budget stretch to a couple of SE5s, then? Beautiful machines, they are. Ten quid the pair. A real bargain.’

‘Is that what Miller said?’ Max nodded towards a scurrying, overalled figure who had just entered the hangar by a side-door and was heading towards the still-ringing telephone in the office. He wore an irritated frown on his thin, oil-smudged face. ‘The airworthiness certificates will treble that price, remember.’

‘You’re right. They will. But …’

‘But?’ Max turned and gazed at Sam expectantly.

‘Our customers will want to fly solo eventually.’

‘If I teach them well enough?’

Sam grinned. ‘You’re a natural, sir. You gave quite a few of the Hun a flying lesson, as I remember.’

The telephone had stopped ringing. Miller had finally answered it. In the welcome silence Max recalled the intoxicating pleasure of his first flight, a joy-ride from this very aerodrome eight years before, in the summer of 1911. Was it only eight years? It seemed longer, so very much longer, in so very many ways. Cambridge. Farnborough Flying School. The Western Front: those crazy days of scouting above the trenches, nerves stretched as taut as the rigging of his plane, ending in a crash behind enemy lines he had been lucky to survive – doubly so, given the rapidly declining life expectancy of pilots as the war advanced. Then eighteen months of tedium and privation in the POW camp. And now, here he was, back at Hendon, birthplace of his passion for flying, about to acquire a training squadron of his own at a knock-down price.

‘Miller would let you take one of the SE5s for a spin,’ Sam continued, ‘if that’s what you need to make your mind up.’

‘I’m sure he would. And I’m sure you reckon it would make my mind up.’

‘They’re sweet as honey, sir.’

‘And we deserve some honey, don’t we, Sam, you and I?’ Max clapped his friend on the shoulder and was suddenly overtaken by a surge of optimism about their joint venture. He planned to call the flying school Surrey Wings. He had the perfect partner in Sam. He had the site, courtesy of his father. And soon, after a little horse-trading with Miller, he would have the planes. Flying was the future. For the first time in years, the sky was wide and blue and full of promise.

‘Mr Maxted.’

‘What?’ Max emerged from his fleeting reverie to find Miller looking towards him from the doorway of the office. ‘What is it?’

‘This call’s for you.’

‘For me? Impossible. No one knows I’m here.’

‘Well, evidently your mother knows. And she wants to speak to you. She says it’s urgent.’

‘My mother? Confound it all.’ Max glanced at Sam and shrugged helplessly, then hurried towards the office.

In the twenty seconds or so it took him to reach the telephone, Max concluded that the only way his mother could have tracked him to Hendon Aerodrome was first to have telephoned the flat. Saturday was one of Mrs Harrison’s cleaning mornings. He had mentioned his destination to her on his way out. She must still have been there when Lady Maxted rang. But as explanations went it did not go far. Lady Maxted was of a generation that scarcely made habitual use of the telephone. Off-hand he could not recall her ever calling him before.

He grasped the receiver. ‘Mother?’

‘James?’ No telephone line could drain from her voice the querulousness that always seemed to attach itself to her pronunciation of his name.

‘Yes. I’m here.’

‘I think you should come home at once.’ By home she meant Gresscombe Place, the house in Surrey where Max had spent a sizeable portion of his childhood and youth without ever quite thinking of it as home. ‘There’s been … an accident.’

‘What sort of accident?’ Max felt the mildest tug of anxiety, but nothing more. Surviving the aerial war in France had inured him to most of the calamities of everyday existence. Whatever his mother might be about to say, it surely did not represent a turning point in his life.

But such moments come when fate decrees. And this was such a moment. ‘It’s your father, James,’ said Lady Maxted. ‘He’s been killed, I’m afraid.’


 

MAX USED TO tell any friends who asked about his father that they could know him as well as he did simply by studying his entry in the Foreign Office List. He was only half-joking.

MAXTED, Sir Henry, 2nd Baronet, born 1853. Educated Eton and Trinity College, Cambridge. Clerkship in the Foreign Office, 1875. Assistant Private Secretary to Lord Granville, 1880–82. 3rd Secretary, Vienna, 1882–86. Vice-Consul, Budapest, 1886–89. 2nd Secretary, Tokyo, 1889–91. Home attachment, London, 1891–92. 2nd Secretary, Constantinople, 1892–96. 1st Secretary, later Chargé d’Affaires, Rio de Janeiro, 1896–1910. (Succeeded as 2nd Baronet, 1897.) Consular Counsellor, St Petersburg (later Petrograd) 1910–18.

That was as much as the latest edition revealed. There was no mention of Sir Henry’s father, Sir Charles Maxted, a diplomat in his own right as well as a noted Assyriologist, who had earned the baronetcy his son inherited through his negotiation of the route of the Odessa–Tehran telegraph in the 1860s. Nor was his marriage to Winifred Clissold, the future Lady Maxted, alluded to. Their eldest son, Ashley, was born in 1882, Max’s senior by nine years. Max was born in Tokyo, during the last posting on which his mother accompanied his father. She professed a dread of Turkish sanitation and sent her husband off to Constantinople alone. The threat of yellow fever precluded her joining him in Rio de Janeiro and by then the pattern was set. Lady Maxted led a contented life in Surrey with little thought (as far as Max could tell) for Sir Henry’s activities a continent or half a world away.

So it was that Max knew his father merely as an occasional visitor during periods of leave, which often coincided with his school or university terms, thereby limiting their contact to a stilted conversation in an Eton or Cambridge tea-room. Sir Henry struck the young Max as a gruff, stiff, emotionally restrained man, the archetypal diplomat in that sense, who conversed with his son about as freely as he might with an official of a foreign government. But perhaps he was too gruff and stiff for his own good. Rio de Janeiro was far from the diplomatic high road and St Petersburg was no place for him to spend the concluding years of his career. Lady Maxted sometimes referred to him ‘losing his way’, though precisely how he had done so she never specified.

Retirement was bound to reunite Sir Henry and Lady Maxted in due and problematical course. It came while the Great War was in its final months and Max was still a prisoner of the Germans. But by the time he was repatriated, in January 1919, Sir Henry was abroad on government business again. The British delegation to the Paris Peace Conference required the services of expert advisers in numerous fields. Sir Henry was asked to be one of them. He departed with what Lady Maxted later described as ‘alacrity’.

Who, in the circumstances, could blame him? Paris, even in the aftermath of the war to end all wars, was still Paris. He was hardly to know that death lay in wait for him there.

After a hurried explanation, Max left Sam to stall Miller as best he could and set off for Surrey.

He and his mother had never enjoyed the warmest of relationships. There were reasons for that they had never spoken of and probably never would. He was not her idea of what a son should be. Nor was she his idea of a good mother. Still, Sir Henry’s sudden death was an event which even Max acknowledged as a family emergency. His place, now if hardly ever, was at home. So, home he went.

The journey took longer than he would have wished, involving a forced march to Hendon station, a train to St Pancras, a hectic crossing of London by Tube and another train from Waterloo to Epsom. The Tube he particularly loathed. The horror of confinement he carried with him from the camp meant his nerves were tested whenever he descended into the Underground’s malodorous depths. The services were busy that day, reminding him how uncomfortable he now was amidst any mass of humanity.

He was, of course, unduly familiar with death in numerous forms and disguises, thanks to the swathe it had cut through his squadron in France. But there were many men of his age carrying gruesome memories with them into the genteel peacetime world. He would have claimed no distinction on that account. He had fully expected to die himself. The expectation had aged him, he suspected. He was young, in the veritable prime of his life. But he did not always feel so.

Yet the depression that had claimed some had never touched him. ‘You’re a tough ’un and no mistake,’ Sam had once said to him, in the wake of a particularly heavy day of losses, when Max had been keener to discuss minor adjustments to the gun-mounting on his plane than mourn the comrades he had seen shot down in flames. But toughness was not quite it. Max knew that to allow himself to care would be fatal. ‘This is all just a joke we can’t quite see the funny side of, Twentyman,’ he had replied. And he had believed it. That was why he had laughed the afternoon his luck had run out behind German lines and, with a failed engine and a jammed gun, he had gone down like a falling leaf spiralling through the Flanders sky.

But his luck had not quite run out, not to the last morsel. The shots that had stopped his engine had missed his fuel tank by a matter of inches. And the ground was flat and soft enough to make some kind of a landing. He had emerged, to his own astonishment, in one piece.

And that astonishment stayed with him to this day, as an unsmiling light-heartedness, a blithe disregard for how others expected him to lead his life. It meant the news of his father’s death, though surprising, had not shocked him. He was not indifferent to such things, but he was well accustomed to them.

His mother had supplied little in the way of concrete information. Sir Henry had died in a fall from a roof, apparently. It was, Lady Maxted had emphasized, an accident. ‘A tragic and dreadful accident.’ How she could be sure of that she did not say and Max had known better than to ask. He would attempt to elicit more details when he reached Gresscombe. His brother would be there. He might be in possession of the facts. When it came to facts, Ashley could generally be relied upon. Sir Ashley, as he was now, of course. Max was going to find it hard to think of him as such, but he supposed he would grow used to it. Ashley himself would relish the status of the baronetcy, though perhaps not as much as his wife. Lydia had the prize for which Max suspected she had married his brother – and many years earlier than she could have expected. She would be mourning her father-in-law, but with secret satisfaction.

All in all, Sir Henry Maxted’s passing was unlikely to prompt an outpouring of grief among his relatives. For the last twenty years and more he had been largely absent from their lives. He attributed this, in one of his typically lofty phrases, to ‘the exigencies of the service’, and Lady Maxted never suggested it was otherwise. To Max, however, it seemed an arrangement that suited both parties to the marriage. How Sir Henry filled the waking hours not given over to the tireless and patriotic pursuit of British interests in foreign parts Max could only imagine. As for his mother, good works, Surrey society and occasional forays to London appeared to content her, though Max had cause to believe that had not always been the case, if indeed it was now.

Sir Henry’s death raised a delicate issue, however, one which Max turned over uneasily in his mind as the train steamed slowly through the countryside south of Wimbledon. He had not yet told Ashley of the agreement he had reached with their father and he doubted if Sir Henry had either, since there would surely have been some reaction to the news from his brother. The question now – the devilishly tricky question – was whether Ashley would honour the agreement, as the new owner of the Gresscombe estate. If not, Max’s plans for the future, along with Sam’s, would go badly awry. He had not mentioned this disturbing possibility to Sam. It had not actually occurred to him until after he had left Hendon. Without the land his father had promised him, there could be no flying school. And the land was now in his brother’s gift.

‘Damn it all to hell, Pa,’ Max murmured under his breath as he gazed out through the window of the train. ‘Why’d you have to go and die on me?’


 

SIR CHARLES MAXTED, Max’s grandfather, bought the Gresscombe estate following an early retirement from the diplomatic service funded by his prudent investments in mining and railway stock. The estate had suffered from decades of neglect. But Sir Charles had a keen eye for a bargain. He re-tenanted Gresscombe Farm and demolished the tumbledown Georgian manor house to make way for an Arts and Craft mansion of his own commissioning. Gresscombe Place was a red-brick house of multiple gables and parapeted bays, with high windows to admit as much light as possible in a vain attempt to recreate the dazzling brilliance of Mesopotamia, where he had served as consul for fifteen years. An abundance of Middle Eastern rugs and beaten copper were nods in the same direction, overwhelmed since his death by the more cluttered and heavier-curtained tastes of his daughter-in-law.

Max barely remembered his grandfather. He was only six when the old man died. Sir Charles’s greatest claim to fame was to have assisted Henry Rawlinson, his predecessor as consul in Baghdad, in his pioneering translation of cuneiform script. Max’s father was named in honour of Rawlinson and Sir Charles pursued his interest in Sumero-Babylonian languages to the end of his days.

Haskins, the chauffeur, had been sent to meet Max at Epsom station. He was a taciturn fellow at the best of times and Max knew better than to seek his views on what he described, uncontroversially, as ‘a bad business’. He would doubtless have said the same, in the same neutral tone, if Max had been killed in the war. He was more sentimental about the internal combustion engine than the crazed doings of humankind.

Accordingly, there was nothing in the way of idle conversation to distract Max as they passed the flat quartet of fields west of the town where he planned to open his flying school. Sir Henry had agreed to their use for the purpose with disarming readiness. ‘Gladly, my boy,’ had been his exact words. But gladness was likely to be in short supply now at Gresscombe Place.

And so it proved. The family had gathered to discuss the sad news from France. None of the early-spring sunshine penetrated to the drawing-room where they were assembled: Lady Maxted, the Dowager Lady Maxted as she now was, with Ashley and Lydia, as well as Uncle George, Lady Maxted’s brother. There was a notable dearth of tears, though Max would not have expected his mother to be prostrated by grief, even if she felt it. She was rigidly self-controlled at all times. She considered any display of emotion to be an admission of weakness. And she was not weak. Nor was her daughter-in-law. Lydia was a woman of hard features and firm opinions, who spoke to her husband, her children and indeed her brother-in-law in the same tone she used to instruct her several dogs and horses.

Ashley was predictably subdued in the presence of the two women who dominated his life. He was shorter and bulkier than Max, with darker hair, a puffier face and a ruddier complexion. A knee mangled in a hunting accident ten years before had left him with a slight limp that had spared him frontline service in the war. Somehow he had acquired a captaincy by sitting behind a desk in Aldershot for the duration. He never referred to the contrast with Max’s aerial derring-do and nor did Max, but that did not mean either of them was heedless of it.

George Clissold had arrived hotfoot from an undemanding half-day in the City, where he was something (probably superfluous) in marine insurance. He was, as usual, not entirely sober, but sobriety had never suited him. Lady Maxted claimed to rely on him for advice in financial matters. For his part, Max would have relied on him for nothing beyond the recommendation of a good malt whisky. But he was a genial and unobjectionable presence. And he did at least raise a smile at his nephew’s arrival.

‘Bit of a facer, what, James my lad?’ he said in his rumbling voice as he clasped Max’s hand.

‘A terrible shock, Uncle, yes.’ He turned to Lady Maxted. ‘How are you, Mother?’

‘It is a fearful blow, James,’ she responded. ‘But we must bear it.’

‘That’s the spirit, old girl,’ said George.

Tea was served. Lydia plied Max with an unsought account of how bravely little Hetty had taken the news of her grandfather’s death and the arrangement she had made for Giles’s housemaster to inform him of the sad event. Max knew convention demanded that he display some interest in the welfare of his brother’s children, but he felt even less able than usual to express any. Besides, Lydia was clearly only filling in until the maid left them to it.

‘I shall tell you what Mr Fradgley from the embassy in Paris told me, James,’ said Lady Maxted as soon as privacy was restored. ‘Heaven knows, it leaves much unexplained, but I do implore you all to guard against unwarranted speculation.’ She paused to let her request, which was more in the way of an instruction, sink in. There was already an implication that they should be guarding her good name as well as her late husband’s. ‘Some time last night, Henry fell from the roof of an apartment building in Montparnasse. Precisely when this occurred is unclear. No one seems to have seen him fall – that is, no one has yet come forward to say they did. He was found … in the early hours of the morning … by a group of people leaving a … well, some place of amusement. According to Mr Fradgley, there can be no doubt the fall killed him instantly, which is a blessing, I suppose. Mr Fradgley had already spoken to the police. They were satisfied the fall had been … accidental.’

Max assumed he was not alone in wondering how the police could be so swiftly satisfied on such a point. In the circumstances, suicide was surely a possibility, although not a likely one in his opinion. Sir Henry was hardly the self-destructive type and had been in notably good spirits when Max had visited him in Paris two weeks before. There was, of course, a third possibility. But he was not about to mention it. Still, there was one obvious question he reckoned he could risk asking. ‘How can the police know Pa fell from the roof rather than a window on one of the upper floors, Mother?’

‘I don’t know, James. There must be … evidence pointing to that.’

‘But Mr Fradgley didn’t say what the evidence was.’

‘I’m sure the poor man didn’t want to burden your mother with the particulars,’ said Lydia.

‘But he was definite this occurred in … Montparnasse?’

‘Are you familiar with the area?’ Lydia asked sharply, as if unfamiliarity with Montparnasse would somehow disqualify Max from querying the point.

‘No, I’m not. But … his hotel was off the Champs-Elysées. That’s a long way from Montparnasse.’

‘Is it?’

‘You know he was always very keen on astronomy,’ said George.

‘That’ll be what got him up there. Someone offered him the use of their roof to admire the night sky. It was the equinox, wasn’t it?’

Into Max’s mind came a memory of his father instructing him in the distribution of the constellations one clear summer night around the turn of the century, when his home leave had briefly intersected with Max’s school holiday. Sir Henry had given him a cardboard-mounted chart of the heavens – a planisphere – as a late birthday present and shown him how to identify Perseus and Orion and the Great Bear. On the reverse was a chart of the southern sky, the one Sir Henry saw from his residence in Rio. Max had looked long and often at it after Sir Henry’s departure, imagining what it was like to be so far away that even the stars were different.

‘Please, George,’ said his mother, her words cutting through the memory. ‘This is exactly the sort of futile supposition I wish to avoid.’ She allowed herself a sigh of exasperation. ‘And it is why I want you and Ashley to go to Paris as soon as possible, James, to clarify the circumstances of your father’s death and to arrange for his body to be brought home for a funeral here in Surrey at the earliest opportunity.’

‘Really?’

‘I can’t see why we both need to go,’ said Ashley in his first contribution to the discussion. ‘I can perfectly well deal with … whatever needs dealing with.’

‘You must both go,’ said Lady Maxted, in a tone Max recognized as brooking no contradiction. ‘It is only fitting that his two sons should accompany him … on his final return to these shores.’

‘Well …’

‘You will do this for your father, won’t you, James?’ His mother stared expectantly at him.

‘Of course, Mother.’ He glanced at Ashley, who was frowning dubiously. The arrangement evidently did not suit him, nor in all likelihood Lydia, which was something to commend it from Max’s point of view. ‘Of course I’ll go.’


 

AFTER TEA, ASHLEY suggested Max accompany him to his study, so that they might consult Bradshaw and plan their journey. Max suspected he also wanted a word alone with him, out of their mother’s – and his wife’s – earshot.

Certainly planning the journey did not occupy them for long. ‘We can have Haskins run us up to town first thing in the morning and catch the eleven o’clock train from Victoria. Where did you stay when you went over?’

‘The Mazarin. Pa booked it for me. He said it was one of the few places not overrun by delegates to the peace conference.’

‘Conveniently located?’

‘I should say. Halfway between the Arc de Triomphe and the Eiffel Tower.’

‘We’ll cable them, then. We shan’t need to stay for more than a couple of days.’

‘You don’t think so?’

‘You heard Mother. Sort out the paperwork and ship Pa home p.d.q. That’s what she wants. So, that’s what she must have.’

‘But we don’t know what we’ll find out when we get there, Ashley.’

Ashley hurrumphed at that and subsided into the chair behind his desk. Above him hung, as it always had, a large framed map of Mesopotamia circa 1850. The study had originally been their grandfather’s and was furnished much as he had left it. The clay jar on the desk that served as a pencil-pot could easily have been thousands of years old, chanced upon in one of the places marked on the map. Max had been angling for a transfer to the Mesopotamian Front in the months before he was shot down. He had dreamt of flying over the sun-baked remains of the ancient civilization whose language his grandfather had helped to translate. But a dream was all it had been.

Ashley flicked open the silver cigarette-box that stood beside the pencil-pot, took out a cigarette, tamped it on the blotter and lit up. Max sat down and lit one for himself. A short interlude of fraternal understanding elapsed as smoke curled into the air between them. Then Ashley said, ‘Unless you credit Uncle George’s hare-brained idea about star-gazing, it’s hard to imagine anything reputable lying behind this … accident.’

‘What are you suggesting?’

‘You saw Pa more recently than I did. How would you describe his … state of mind?’

‘Cheerful. Optimistic. Rather more so than I’d have expected.’

‘Retirement didn’t suit him, you know. He prowled round here like a caged lion. He greeted the summons to join our delegation in Paris as a gift from the gods. “I’m back in the saddle,” he said to me.’

‘He said the government wanted someone with knowledge of Brazilian politics to advise them on how to respond to Brazil’s claims at the peace conference. Something to do with confiscated German ships and impounded cargoes of coffee.’

‘Coffee? Small beer, more like. I can’t believe his expertise has been in high demand. And given that, he’s probably not been kept very busy …’

‘Yes?’

‘An accident pure and simple’s highly unlikely, James. You know that as well as I do. And suicide’s out of the question, I think we can agree. Montparnasse is a long way from the Champs-Elysées, as you yourself pointed out. I believe it has a somewhat … dissolute reputation.’

Max shrugged. ‘I bow to your superior knowledge.’

‘Well, it’s full of artists, isn’t it?’

‘I believe so.’

‘There you are, then. Models au naturel. Drugs. Drink. Debauchery of all kinds.’

‘I’m sure that’s a—’

‘The point is, Pa probably started mixing in circles he shouldn’t have and ended up dead. How exactly, we may never know. And perhaps we needn’t know. If the French police are happy to write it off as an accident, there’s no sense our raising a stink, is there?’

‘Well, Mother wouldn’t want us to, it’s true.’

‘She certainly wouldn’t.’ Ashley regarded Max studiously through a slowly exhaled plume of smoke. ‘We’re of one mind on this, are we?’

‘I won’t do anything that risks … embarrassing our family, if that’s what you mean.’

‘Good.’

‘Though—’

‘Why did you go and see him, by the way?’

‘Pa?’

‘Yes. Why did you go and see him?’

Max was damned if he would pretend this was anything but a strange question, even though it was not quite as strange as he meant to imply. ‘I hadn’t seen him in nearly five years, Ashley. Even by our standards, that’s a long gap.’

‘You’ll have noticed how his time in Russia aged him.’

‘He was five years older. Like me. I dare say I’m not as twinkle-eyed and clear-browed as I was in 1914. Actually, I thought he was … surprisingly invigorated.’

‘And receptive?’

‘If you like.’

‘You had no other reason for going, then? No … proposal to put to him?’

So, now they had come to it. Sir Henry had promised he would write to Ashley, telling him of his agreement to let Max open his flying school on part of the estate. Max had expected to hear from Ashley once he had received the letter. He had heard nothing. Until now. ‘Did he write to you?’

‘Yes.’ Ashley opened the desk drawer and pulled out a letter, still in its envelope. The stamp was French and Max recognized the handwriting as his father’s. ‘A flying school, eh? Well, well. That’s your plan for the future, is it, James?’

‘Pa liked the sound of it.’

‘I doubt Barratt will.’

Barratt was the tenant at Gresscombe Farm. According to Sir Henry, he had no legal right to object and Max had confidently assumed that was true. ‘He doesn’t seem to be making much use of the fields.’

‘Appearances can be deceptive in farming, as you’d know if you’d ever taken an interest in the estate. I’ve had to manage the place in Pa’s absence. You may be surprised to learn it doesn’t run itself.’

‘Are you going to let me open the flying school, Ashley?’ The moment had come to pose the question directly.

‘Do you really think you can make a success of it?’

‘Certainly.’

‘These are straitened times. Who’s going to have money to throw away on flying lessons?’

‘People who see the commercial potential in becoming a pilot and consequently won’t be throwing their money away.’

‘And what is the commercial potential? No, no.’ Ashley held up his hand. ‘We can save this for the trip. Make a good enough case, James, and, who knows, I might let you go ahead.’

‘I was hoping you’d honour Pa’s agreement.’

‘I’d like to, obviously.’ Ashley smiled, but his smile in fact made nothing obvious. ‘I have to consider the financial security of the estate as a whole. I wasn’t going to mention it, but Lydia’s expecting another child. And there’ll be no easy money for anyone while the nation pays off its war debts. Pa may not have thought this through properly.’ His smile broadened. ‘I owe it to the family to be sure that I do.’


 

WINIFRED, THE DOWAGER Lady Maxted, had announced that she would rest before dinner. She had retired to her room, where she lay on her bed and contemplated the slow advance of twilight through the half-curtained windows.

Sir Henry’s retirement from the diplomatic service had hung over her head for a decade or more as an unwelcome but unavoidable end to a long separation both had found increasingly congenial. Strictly speaking, she could not be sure Sir Henry had found it congenial, but he had never given her cause to doubt it. She assumed and rather hoped he had found some discreet companionship along the way. She bore him no ill will. And certainly she would not have wished him dead in this sudden, strange and possibly scandalous manner. A fall from a roof in Paris, indeed. She shook her head at the tragic inappropriateness of it all. This was not how Sir Henry Maxted should have ended his days – though, to be sure, precisely how he had ended them she did not know.

She thought for a moment of how close they had been at the loving outset of their marriage, of the lengths she had been prepared to go to to ensure his happiness and to protect his good name. Tears came into her eyes for the first time since she had heard of his death. ‘My poor dear Henry,’ she murmured. ‘Who would have predicted this?’

There came a knock at the door. She dabbed her eyes with her handkerchief and was instantly composed. ‘Come in,’ she called. She did not sit up, for she knew who her visitor was. And he would take her as he found her. He always had.

‘You wanted a word, Win,’ said George Clissold, stepping quietly into the room. There was something in his tone and bearing that was fractionally different from the buffoonish uncle he had presented himself as in the drawing-room. ‘Is this a good time? If you really do need to rest …’

‘Sit down and tell me how I’m placed.’

George conveyed an armchair to the foot of the bed and eased himself into it. The evening light fell obliquely on his silvery hair and handsome man-of-the-world features and Winifred smiled affectionately at him.

‘Why did you never marry, George?’

‘Who’d have had me?’

‘There were quite a few who were willing, as I recall.’

‘But I always played fair by letting them glimpse the depraved core of my being before I popped the question. That generally settled it.’

‘What nonsense you do talk.’

‘Yes. I’m known for it. And nonsense is what I may have been talking when I said I thought I’d seen Henry last week. I was probably mistaken. Chance resemblances are common enough. He was out of sight before I could get a proper look at him.’

‘It was Henry you saw.’

‘A few days ago you were sceptical, to say the least. What’s changed your mind?’

‘A letter from the curator of the county museum.’

‘What has he to do with it?’

‘Some years ago – many years ago, in fact – Henry’s father presented to the museum a small collection of what the curator tells me are Sumerian cylinder-seals. I’ve never actually seen them. I’m not even sure they’ve been on display recently. He didn’t say.’

‘And you don’t visit the museum often.’

‘No. Nor had Henry ever interested himself in the seals, as far as I know. Until last week. They were only on loan, it seems, albeit indefinitely extended. But last week, on the very day you thought you saw him in Lombard Street, he went to the museum and reclaimed them.’

‘Did he, now?’

‘Yes. The curator wasn’t there. He wrote to me asking for an address where he could contact Henry, in order to ascertain whether their removal was permanent. He mentioned that the seals are probably … quite valuable.’

‘Really?’

‘It’s clear to me Henry told no one he was in England because he didn’t want to have to explain the purpose of his visit. What could have taken him to Lombard Street, George?’

‘His bank.’

‘Money, in other words.’

George shrugged. ‘Probably.’

‘And I think we can assume he didn’t want the Sumerian cylinder-seals to decorate his hotel room in Paris.’

‘I admit it sounds as though he was … raising funds.’

‘I don’t care about ancient Mesopotamian knick-knackery. But I do care about this house and the estate. Ashley has his children to consider. Lydia’s expecting again, you know.’

‘You always said she was good breeding stock.’

‘I’m sure I never said anything so indelicate.’

‘Perhaps I said it, then.’

‘My concern is that if Henry was so desperate for cash that he resorted to pillaging the county museum, might he have mortgaged the estate?’

‘We’ll know soon enough if he did. Once the boys return from Paris with a death certificate, we can make the necessary enquiries.’

‘And learn the worst.’

‘Mortgages aren’t agreed and paid overnight, old girl. Even if he was in London to negotiate one, it’s highly unlikely the capital will have been released yet.’

‘Let’s hope not.’ Winifred sighed. ‘What can he have got himself mixed up in, George?’

‘It may be better for you never to know.’

‘Papa was so pleased when I told him Henry would be asking for my hand in marriage. “You can’t go wrong with a Foreign Office wallah, Winifred,” he said. And I believed him. I believed him absolutely.’

‘Why wouldn’t you? Henry always seemed such a fine fellow.’

‘He was. In his way.’

‘Brigham’s in Paris, isn’t he?’

Winifred propped herself up and frowned at her brother. ‘Half the Foreign Office is in Paris. What are you implying?’

‘Nothing. But if he crosses Ashley’s and James’s path …’

‘There’s no reason why he should. He may write to me, of course, offering his condolences. I’m sure many people will write to me. Henry was well liked wherever he went.’

‘Are you sure Ashley and James is a good idea? They always tend to rub each other up the wrong way.’

‘It’s time they learnt to cooperate. I don’t want their … temperamental differences … to fester into some kind of feud.’

‘An admirable sentiment, I’m sure.’

‘But a foolish one, in your opinion?’

‘Not at all. You know them better than I do. They’re your sons.’

‘Hah!’ Winfred laid her head back on the pillow. ‘Only someone with no children could suppose that having them means you understand them. You never do, George, believe me, you never do. Ashley and James are grown men, and Henry was their father. They must do their best for him. And I must let them.’


 

MAX TOOK A sip of whisky and replaced the glass on the chair beside his towel, then lay back in the bath and let the heat of the water ease some of the stresses and anxieties of the day. He had returned from Germany ten weeks before – ten weeks that sometimes felt much longer than that and sometimes much less – determined to live his life henceforth on his own terms. Being alive at all was so outrageous a piece of good fortune that he had no intention of squandering his existence on dull pursuits and workaday routine.

So much for intentions. They did not trump circumstances. The flying school was such a good idea. He did not want to abandon it. He knew Sam was pinning his hopes of liberation from the family bakery business on it. He was pinning a good many hopes on it himself. And the last thing he wanted to do was to let Sam down. But could he trust himself to dance obediently to Ashley’s tune in order to pursue it?

Everything had seemed so much simpler a fortnight ago. He had travelled to Paris, wondering how his father would react to his request. His memories of their meeting were confused by a growing suspicion that he had overlooked abundant evidence that all was not well in his father’s world, so preoccupied was he with the question of the flying school. To be sure, Sir Henry had been cheery and welcoming. But in retrospect his exuberance had been unnatural. He too had been preoccupied, happy to let Max do whatever he wanted with a portion of the Gresscombe estate, perhaps because he was caught up in matters which made the fate of four fields west of Epsom seem as distant as it was insignificant.

But what might those matters have been? And did they have any bearing on Sir Henry’s death? Max took another sip of whisky, rested his neck against the rim of the bath and tried to force his brain to reconstruct the details of their final encounter in search of the answers.

The journey from London to Paris was supposed to take seven hours, but there were delays all along the line in France and Max’s train eventually pulled into the Gare du Nord three hours late. He went straight to the hotel Sir Henry had booked for him, the Mazarin, in Rue Coligny. There was a note waiting for him there on Hotel Majestic writing paper.


5.iii.19

Dear boy,

Welcome to Paris. I am so sorry about this, but I have to cancel our luncheon engagement for tomorrow. I am not my own master during this damned conference. But dine with me instead. The Ritz at eight. It will be a grand evening.

Affectionately,

Your father



There they were again, Max, supposed: those famous exigencies of the service. The peace conference was important. No one who had fought in the war could doubt that. It was a
















































MAX COULD ONLY wish he had made the crossing from Scotland in such weather: calm, cool and benign, the sea sparkling, the sky blue, with puffs of cloud herded at the horizon like well-behaved sheep. He stepped out of the Ayre Hotel into the peace of early morning, lit a cigarette and gazed around him.

The few locals already up and about would probably have identified him as a visitor even if they had not seen him leave the hotel. Tall, lean and youthfully handsome, dressed in clothes that were just a little too well cut to have been bought from an Orcadian tailor, Max looked what he was: a man out of his element. Yet he also looked relaxed and self-assured: a man as unlikely to attract suspicion as he was condescension.

He turned towards the harbour and started walking. The staff of the Ayre had warned him that Kirkwall Bay did not normally appear as it did now: an anchorage for dozens of US minesweepers and support vessels, most of them stationary at this hour, but some with smoke drifting up from their funnels. They were there to clear the thousands of mines laid around the Orkneys during the war, a task expected to take them many months.

Max knew little of the sea war, sharing the general prejudices of those who had engaged the enemy on the Western Front that the Royal Navy had had a cushy time of it, Jutland notwithstanding. His gale-tossed passage across the Pentland Firth had forced him to reconsider, however. He did not envy anyone who had spent the past four and more years in these waters.

Of all the places in the world where he had never expected to find himself, the Orkneys were high on the list. But he was aware that there were currently a good many people there who wished themselves elsewhere, doubtless including the crews of all those American minesweepers he could see strung out across the bay.

The same was certain to apply to the crews of the interned German High Seas Fleet, under Royal Naval guard in Scapa Flow. Until glancing at an atlas shortly before his journey north, Max had supposed Kirkwall overlooked the Flow and he would therefore have a good view from the city of the captive ships. But Kirkwall was on the northern side of Mainland, the Orkneys’ principal island, albeit at its narrowest part. To the south, enclosed by Hoy, South Ronaldsay and various other smaller islands, lay the vast natural roadstead of Scapa Flow, where seventy-four German warships were corralled at anchor.

Max would see them soon enough, of course. He knew that. They were why he had travelled to Orkney. And they were why he was out so early.

But early or not, he was not proof against unlooked-for encounters. As he passed the Girnel, the old grainstore facing the west pier, he saw a woman he recognized approaching along the harbour front. It was too late to think of avoiding her. She smiled and raised a hand. He smiled too and waved back.

Susan Henty was clearly no local herself, a tall, big-boned young woman with a horsey look about her, dressed in newish tweeds. She had auburn hair and a broad, open smile. Max imagined her as an enthusiastic rider to hounds in the Leicestershire countryside she had already told him she hailed from. She was impossible to dislike, which was half the problem in itself. He could not afford to appear secretive. But neither could he afford to reveal much about himself, least of all the truth.

‘An early riser too, I see, Max,’ she said as they met.

‘I thought I’d take the morning air.’

‘Me too. I walked down to the cathedral. Rather a fine structure, actually.’

‘Selwyn not up yet, then?’

‘Probably still in bed, poring over a map. He’s very excited about seeing the Ring of Brodgar. As you are, I trust.’

‘Well, I . . .’

‘Selwyn’s so pleased you agreed to help him.’ Most women looked up at Max. Susan Henty engaged him levelly eye to eye. She lowered her voice confidentially. ‘I’m not sure he believes I’m completely reliable when it comes to surveying.’

‘I’m not sure I’m completely reliable.’

‘Perhaps not, but you’re a man, which makes all the difference.’ She smiled. ‘This trip’s doing Selwyn no end of good, Max. I’m more grateful than I can say for your willingness to indulge him. How’s your driving, by the way?’

‘My driving?’

‘Yes. You know.’ She mimed turning a steering wheel.

‘Ah, that. Not too hot, I’m afraid. A better pilot than a driver, to be honest.’

‘Then I’ll do it. One of the few blessings of the war is that it enabled women to take up things like driving without anyone disapproving. And I’m rather good behind the wheel, if I say so myself.’

‘I’m sure you are.’

She affected a frown. ‘Do I detect a note of sarcasm?’

‘Not at all.’

‘Mmm. I’ll have to be on my guard with you. I can see that. Now, the hotel’s recommended a garage where we can hire a car. And it looks like a fine day for it. So, shall we leave around ten?’

‘Suits me.’

‘Good. See you later, then.’

Max tipped his hat and watched Susan Henty stride on her way, back towards the Ayre. He disliked misleading her. He disliked every aspect of the subterfuge he was obliged to practise. It was a damnable game to have to play.

He lit another cigarette and waited until Susan was out of sight. Then he walked smartly along the street fronting onto the harbour, past the Kirkwall Hotel – of altogether grander appearance than the Ayre – and out along the east pier.

It was considerably longer than the west pier, with an extension added onto the seaward curve where it enclosed the harbour. Max strolled past a warehouse and assorted stacks of cargo and on towards the far end, passing another building that sported a prominently stencilled sign: US NAVAL PERSONNEL ONLY. An American marine of considerable bulk was standing by the door. He stifled a yawn as he returned Max’s ‘Good morning’.

A US Navy cutter was moored on one side of the pier. Max headed for the other side, propped his foot on a bollard and tossed the butt of his cigarette into the sea as he gazed idly out towards the massed minesweepers. He glanced at his watch and checked the time. Yes. He was neither late nor early. All he had to do was wait.

And not for long.


‘GOOD MORNING.’

The man was bulky and bearded, but had a sprightly look about him that owed more than a little to his mischievously twinkling eyes. He was dark-haired, thirtyish, dressed in a US Navy lieutenant’s uniform. He was wearing a greatcoat, despite the mildness of the morning, and smoking a cigarette. His accent was indeterminately American. West coast or east or where in between was hard to gauge.

‘Good morning,’ Max said cautiously.

‘I’d take you for an educated man.’

‘That’s gratifying.’

‘And you’re English, right?’

‘Yes. I am.’

‘Maybe you can settle an argument for me. Your prime minister before Lloyd George was Asquith?’

‘He was.’

‘And before him . . . Balfour?’

‘No. Campbell-Bannerman.’

‘Ah. I lose the argument, then . . . Max.’

Max nodded in acknowledgement that the preliminaries had been satisfactorily concluded. ‘Fontana?’

‘Lieutenant Grant Fontana, United States Navy. At your service.’

‘What’s your role here?’

‘Liaison with the local merchant marine. Which is handy for you, considering I know a drifter skipper who likes to make a little money on the black market – including illicit bartering visits to the German ships in Scapa Flow.’

Max paused before responding. ‘That does sound handy. Can he be trusted?’

‘He can be trusted to do what he has to do to stay out of trouble. And I can land him in a whole load of trouble any time I like, as he well knows. But on the subject of trust . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘Who was that woman you were talking to?’

‘Susan Henty. I met her and her brother on the ferry.’

‘You met them?’ Fontana suddenly seemed less friendly. ‘You should have made it your business to meet no one.’

‘They’re harmless.’

‘So you say. What do they think you’re doing here?’

‘My brother was killed in the Vanguard disaster.’

‘Remind me what disaster that was.’

‘HMS Vanguard blew up while anchored in Scapa Flow on the night of the ninth of July 1917, with the loss of more than seven hundred souls. Probably caused by the spontaneous combustion of cordite in the magazine, though there were rumours of sabotage.’

‘And one of those seven hundred was your “brother”?’

‘Sub-Lieutenant David Hutton.’

‘So, that makes you Max Hutton?’

‘As far as the Hentys and everyone here’s concerned, yes. I’ve come to see where it happened – to pay my respects.’

‘Touching. Truly touching.’ Fontana sucked a last drag out of his cigarette and flicked it away. ‘Listen, I don’t want to know what you’re after on that German ship. I’ve done what the boss wanted me to do here: make it possible for you to get on board. It’s not going to be easy, but Tom Wylie’s the man to do it. I’ll see him this evening and explain to him what’s wanted and brief you on the plan straight after. OK?’

‘OK.’

‘Meet me in the back bar of the Albert at nine o’clock. Mounthoolie Lane. It’s Saturday, so it’ll be busy. And noisy. No one will pay us any attention.’

‘I’ll be there.’

‘Any questions?’

‘Which ship will Wylie take me to?’

Fontana gave a mirthless little laugh. ‘You’ll find out when the time comes and not before. I mean to stick to the rules even if you don’t. The boss doesn’t like deviations.’

‘But he isn’t here, is he, to worry about how we get the job done?’

‘Not here? Well, that depends on exactly what you mean by “here”. I often feel he’s looking over my shoulder watching what I do.’

‘Do you feel that now?’

Fontana lit another cigarette and contemplated Max as he drew on it. ‘You should feel that now. It’d be good for you. Stop you taking too many chances. This is your first big job for him, isn’t it? If you want to live to do another, you need to be more careful. Guard your tongue and watch your back. That’s my advice. I’ll see you later.’

Fontana did not wait for a response. He turned and strode away across the pier towards the moored cutter. Max watched him from the corner of his eye as he started down a flight of steps to reach the craft.

The cutter got under way and headed out across the bay towards the minesweepers. Then Max began a slow, measured amble back along the pier.


THE FERRY FROM Aberdeen to Kirkwall had taken the weather as it found it: foul but no fouler than was often the case, according to a member of the crew who seemed to think Max was in need of reassurance, callow Londoner straight off the sleeper from King’s Cross that he obviously was. Fresh air was the only cure for seasickness Max knew, so he sat out the voyage on deck, with occasional descents to the saloon to warm himself by the stove.

He was striding back and forth by the rail, muffled up and clapping his arms together, when the ferry docked at Wick to pick up more passengers. That was when he caught his first sight of the Hentys. There was something in their attitude to each other, as well as a slight facial similarity, that told him they were brother and sister rather than husband and wife. And the sister’s anxiety about her brother was also apparent, even as they hurried along the pontoon to board. She watched his every step with a worried frown, as if he might fall or stumble – or simply collapse.

The Hentys also shunned the saloon and fell into conversation with Max as the only other passenger who preferred the open deck. Selwyn Henty, big-boned like his sister, but with thinning hair and an altogether less robust appearance, confessed at once that claustrophobia rather than seasickness was the problem in his case. ‘I did some tunnelling in the war. Since then I don’t seem to be able to tolerate sharing confined spaces with other people.’

The war had left other marks on Selwyn Henty: a gaze that never fixed itself on anything for longer than a few seconds and a tremor of the hands that the motion of the ship disguised until it came to lighting a cigarette or taking a nip from his hip-flask. He spoke with nervous rapidity as well, often jumbling his words.

Jumbled or not, however, his eloquence on the subject of ancient megaliths was undeniable. He was seeking to put the finishing touches to a theory he had devised – ‘a mathematical solution’, he termed it – concerning the prehistoric stone monuments of Britain. Those of northern Scotland were particularly illuminating, apparently. He and his sister had followed a fortnight in the Outer Hebrides – ‘The Callanish circles must be seen to be appreciated, Mr Hutton’ – with a tour of the stone rows of Caithness – ‘Fascinating, quite fascinating’ – and were now heading for the Ring of Brodgar on Orkney. ‘You’ve heard of it, of course?’

Max had not. Nor did he gain any inkling of the nature of Selwyn’s ‘mathematical solution’ from rapid-fire references to azimuths, extinction angles and the rate of decline of the obliquity of the ecliptic. Susan Henty gave him a few sympathetic grimaces during her brother’s disquisition, to which she added an apologetic explanation when Selwyn descended to the heads.

‘Selwyn’s never told me much about his wartime experiences, Mr Hutton, but they’ve taken their toll on him, as you can see. He wasn’t always so intense. This research project is good for him, though. If he can see it through and publish his findings, I think he’ll have been able to put some healing distance between himself and all the things that happened to him in France. Of course, he’s lucky to be alive when so many of his comrades aren’t, but his survival has come at a price.’

‘At least he has you to help him through it,’ said Max.

‘I do what I can. And you? Is there anyone to help you through it?’

‘Oh, the RFC was a breeze compared with the Army.’

‘I don’t believe that for a moment.’

‘It was, I assure you. I’m ridiculously unscathed.’

The broad, confident smile Max gave Susan Henty then was much the same as the one he gave both her and Selwyn as they set out in the hired Humber from Kirkwall the following morning. He was a free agent until he met Fontana again that evening. There seemed no reason not to enjoy himself as best he could.

Susan, however, proposed that they take an indirect route to Brodgar along the southern coastal road, so they could have a view of Scapa Flow and the interned German fleet. Since this would also give them a view of the waters in which HMS Vanguard had been blown up in 1917, claiming the life of Sub-Lieutenant David Hutton among hundreds of others, Max was in no position to object.

He prepared himself to appear moved by a first sight of the place where his supposed brother had died and was dismayed, when the time came, by how shamelessly he performed the role.

The Flow itself was a bowl of blue sea, enclosed by the mountainous bulk of Hoy and a string of smaller, lower-lying islands. Dotted across it were the grey, recumbent warships of the German High Seas Fleet. They stopped to view the scene from the hill above Houton, where a nearly circular bay was ringed by the jetties, slipways, workshops and hangars of a seaplane base.

A seaplane was taking off as they arrived. Watching it, Max experienced a pang of nostalgia for the days when he had flown virtually daily. As it was, it had been two long years since he had heard the wind in the wires as he piloted a craft into the sky. Fortunately, Susan, looking round at him from the driver’s seat, interpreted his doleful shake of the head as a sign of mourning for his late brother.

‘Do you know where the Vanguard was when it happened, Max?’ she asked.

‘What?’ His reactions snapped into gear. ‘Oh yes. She was anchored off Flotta. There.’ He pointed to what he judged was the correct island. ‘It happened at night. There was no warning.’

‘You can be glad of that small mercy,’ said Selwyn. ‘At least your brother didn’t know he was about to die.’

Whether Susan sensed the same meaning as Max did in Selwyn’s words – that he had felt certain he was about to die on numerous occasions – was hard to tell.

‘There’s that, yes,’ Max acknowledged.

‘Was his body recovered?’

‘No.’ It seemed safest to deny there was a grave to visit. ‘But there’s a memorial to all the victims at the Naval Cemetery on Hoy. I plan to go and see it.’

‘A frightful thing,’ said Susan. ‘The death of so many – in an instant.’

‘When did you hear of it?’ asked Selwyn. ‘You said you were a prisoner of war by then.’

‘The camp commandant passed on the news. He added his condolences.’

‘He did?’

‘They were good about things like that.’ Max recalled as much from the manner in which other prisoners had received such tidings. The tactics of misrepresentation were beginning to become instinctive, he realized.

‘Perhaps you think we’re being too hard on them now we’ve won.’

Max wondered for a moment if Selwyn was trying to pick an argument. If so, he would be disappointed. ‘No, I don’t. They started it.’

‘Yes. And let’s not forget it.’

‘Well, perhaps we could forget it for the rest of the day,’ Susan suggested, her voice tightening slightly.

Selwyn had little choice but to agree. ‘You’re right, of course. Prehistory awaits us. Drive on, sis.’

The Ring of Brodgar stood on a hill halfway along an isthmus of land separating lochs Stenness and Harray. Only thirty-six of the original sixty stones remained, according to Selwyn, but he reckoned that was enough for his purposes. The site was breathtakingly lovely, with or without the monument. Spring flowers were scattered richly across the turf. The blue waters of the lochs mirrored the sky above. The air was cool and fragrant.

But Selwyn had no interest in the scenery. Ropes, ranging rods and a theodolite were unloaded and the survey work began. Max threw himself into the task, which consisted of measuring as precisely as they could the distances between the stones, their relative heights and the diameter of the circle they formed.

Or was it a circle? Selwyn revealed during a break back in the car for sandwiches and tea from a Thermos that the ring might actually be an ellipse. ‘The elliptical form lends itself more readily to the creation of Pythagorean triangles, you see,’ he explained, though naturally Max did not see.

‘The people who built this were familiar with Pythagoras?’

‘No. They pre-date him. That’s the wonder of it.’

‘But what—’

‘We’ll know more when I analyse the data.’

With that Selwyn was off, theodolite under arm, striding back towards the stones.

‘He doesn’t have the patience to explain it properly.’ Susan sighed. ‘But it’s all there in his head. And you’ve been such a sport. It goes much better with three.’

‘What does he think this circle – or ellipse – was for?’

‘Observation of the sun and moon for the determination of solstices and the prediction of eclipses. He’s detected precise alignments for just those purposes at all the sites we’ve been to.’

‘But building this in its original form must have been a massive undertaking. Think of the man-hours involved in quarrying and transporting the stones, let alone erecting them. It seems incredible.’

‘A few thousand years from now it’ll seem incredible men spent so much money killing one another on the Western Front for four years.’

Max smiled grimly. ‘I don’t think it’ll take anything like as long as that.’

Susan sighed. ‘No, it won’t, will it? Now, we’d better report back for duty. Selwyn’s beckoning rather petulantly.’

It took longer than Max had anticipated for the survey to be completed to Selwyn’s exacting standards. It was late afternoon when they started back to Kirkwall. Half a mile or so along the road they passed four standing stones which Selwyn believed to be all that remained of another, smaller circle. He proposed to return the following day to survey the site as best he could.

‘We may be able to establish its relationship with Brodgar. Care to lend a hand, again, Max?’

‘Do say you’ll come,’ Susan urged him.

But Max’s availability hinged on what Fontana had arranged for him. He could not afford to make any promises. ‘I’ll let you know in the morning. I might wake up as stiff as a board after the hard labour you’ve put me to.’ He had, in fact, already experienced several twinges from a month-old bullet wound in his side, but he did not propose to mention it.

‘That’s the problem with you RFC johnnies,’ said Selwyn. ‘No stamina.’

Selwyn laughed as he spoke, for the first time Max could recall. Susan’s surprised glance at her brother suggested she had not heard him laugh recently either. It seemed Max’s company really was good for him. As to whether he would have the advantage of it much longer . . .

‘We’ll see about that,’ Max said softly.
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