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THE SCILLY ISLES
 May 1920

Ronald Evering was in his study, watching a mechanical toy bank go through its motions, when the idea first came to him.

The bank had been a gift from a friend who knew he collected such things. It had been sent over from America, and with it in a small pouch were American pennies with which to feed the new acquisition, because they fit the coin slot better than the English penny.

A painted cast-iron figure of a fat man sat in a chair, his belly spreading his brown coat so that his yellow waistcoat showed, and one hand was stretched out to receive his bribe from political figures and ordinary citizens seeking his favor. His name was “Boss” Tweed, and he had controlled political patronage in New York City in the aftermath of the American Civil War. Through an alliance between Tammany Hall and the Democratic Party, graft had been his stock-in-trade. Now his image was encouraging children to be thrifty. A penny saved…

The note accompanying the gift had ended, “Look on this as a swindler of sorts for the swindled, my dear Ronald, and take your revenge by filling his belly full of pennies, in time to recoup your pounds….”

He hadn’t particularly cared for the tone of the note, and had burned it.

Still, the bank was a clever addition to his collection.

It had been a mistake to confide in anyone, and the only reason he’d done it was to vent his rage at his own impotence. Even then he hadn’t told his friend the whole truth: that he’d invested those pounds in order to look murderers in the face, to see, if such a thing existed, what it was that made a man a killer. In the end all he’d achieved was to make himself known to two people who had no qualms about deliberately cheating him. The explanation was simple—they wanted no part of him, and losing his money was the simplest way to get rid of him without any fuss. He hadn’t foreseen it, and it had become a personal affront.

He had sensed the subtle change in the air when he’d first given his name, and cursed himself for not using his mother’s maiden name instead. But the damage was done, and he’d been afraid to let them see what he suspected.

Yet it had shown him—even though he couldn’t prove it—that he’d been right about them. What he didn’t know was what to do with that knowledge.

Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord… But the Lord had been remarkably slow exacting it. If anything, these two men had prospered.

And he had had no experience of vengeance.

There was only his mother, crying in his father’s arms, this quiet, unassuming woman fiercely demanding that whoever had killed her dear boy be punished. A ten-year-old, listening from the shadows of the stairs, shocked and heartbroken, had endured nightmares about that moment for years afterward. And it was his mother’s prodding after his father’s death that had sent him to Cape Town in 1911, to bring her dear boy home from his South African grave.

“Your father couldn’t do it. But you must,” she’d urged him time and again. “It’s your duty to Timothy, to me, to the family. Bring him home, let him lie beside your father in the churchyard, where he belongs. Find a way, if you love me, and let me see him resting there before I die!”

Trying to shake off the memory, Evering took another penny from the pouch and placed it in Boss Tweed’s outstretched hand.

Almost quicker than the eye could follow, the hand slid the penny into the waistcoat pocket as Boss Tweed’s head moved to nod his thanks.

The man smiled. It was no wonder he preferred these toys to people. He had come home from Cape Town with his brother’s body, after two years of forms and long hours in hot, dusty offices in search of the proper signatures. What he hadn’t bargained for was the information he’d collected along the way. Information he had never told his mother, but which had been a burden on his soul ever since. Almost ten years now. Because, like Hamlet, he couldn’t make up his mind what to do about what he knew.

Well, to be fair, not ten years of single-minded effort.

The Great War had begun the year after his return from South Africa, while he was still trying to discover what had become of those two men after they left the army. It wasn’t his fault that he’d been stationed in India, far from home. But that had turned out to be a lucky break, for he discovered quite by accident where they were and what they were doing. In early 1918 he’d been shipped back to London suffering from the bloody flux, almost grateful for that because he was able at last to look into the information he’d come by in Poona.

Only he’d misjudged his quarries and made a fool of himself.

It wouldn’t do to brood on events again. That way lay madness.

On the shelves behind him was an array of mechanical and clockwork toys, many of them for adults, like the golden bird that rose from an enameled snuffbox to sing like a nightingale.

Banks were a particularly fine subject for such mechanical marvels. A penny tip to the owner sent a performing dog through a hoop. In another example, a grinning bear disappeared down a tree stump as the hunter lifted his rifle to fire. Humor and clever design had gone into the creation of each toy. The shifting weight of the penny set the device concealed in the base into motion, making the action appear to be magical.

He had always found such devices fascinating, even after he’d worked out the mechanism that propelled them. His mind grasped the designer’s plan very quickly, and sometimes he had bettered it in devices of his own. Skill calling to skill. He took quiet pride in that.

He reached for another penny to put into Boss Tweed’s hand, thinking to himself that it would be equally as fascinating to trick human beings into doing whatever one wished, by placing not a coin in a slot but an idea in their minds.

He sat back, stunned at the thought.

Hadn’t he gone to South Africa to please his mother? To earn the love she’d always lavished on his elder brother, hoping in some fashion that when he had accomplished what she asked of him, he’d be loved as much too? She had used him, as surely as if she had slipped a penny in the proper slot.

His mother had died six weeks after they had buried his brother in the churchyard, and it wasn’t his name on her lips as she breathed her last—her final thoughts had been turned toward that glorious reunion in heaven with her dear boy.

It was over her corpse, lying in her coffin in the hall of this very house, that he’d poured out all he’d been told in South Africa. Wanting to hurt her as much as she had hurt him, but well aware that nothing he said could touch her now. Knowing himself for a coward, even as the words drained him.

And in the silence of the empty house, he could almost hear her voice, as clearly as if she spoke from the closed coffin, telling him to do his duty once more.

“Kill them, Ronald. See that they pay. Send them to hell, my boy, and I’ll love you then.”

Easy enough for her to say, but how did one go about finding one murderer, let alone a pair of them? And once found, how did one go about punishing them? Does one conceal a revolver in one’s pocket and shoot the bastards there and then?

Both men were equally guilty—he had no reservations about that. One for the act itself, the other for never reporting it and seeing that justice was done.

He didn’t want to hang for them or his mother or her dear boy. He had tried to persuade the Army to look into the matter, and they had turned a blind eye. They hadn’t even initiated an inquiry, hadn’t so much as taken down names. His only evidence was the word of an aging, drunken Boer who hated the English ten years later as much as he’d hated them during the fighting. And what was that worth, I ask you, the Army had said, against the word of two Englishmen?

And yet the Afrikaner, who had been left for dead by his comrades, had lain there wounded within sight and hearing of the train until he’d stopped bleeding and could crawl away. He had watched the horror unfold. And it must be true—in God’s name, how could he have made up such a monstrous tale? What he couldn’t tell Evering was why it had been done, except that he had heard two men arguing over money. And Evering hadn’t cared about that, only about the death of his brother.

In the hall, staring down at the coffin, Ronald Evering hadn’t been able to shut out the voice of his mother even after swearing he would see that the devils paid.

For months afterward, it was as if she could see his ambivalence and cursed him for it. Hadn’t he loved his brother? Didn’t he want revenge for what had been done to him? Yes, but how? Dear God, how?

It was a vicious circle, and he’d gone round and round it, looking for a solution until he had learned to shut her out. Even when he’d tried to take a first step, it had been disastrous. He’d crept home with his tail between his legs, like a whipped dog.

Too bad he couldn’t set into motion a little scene of his own, paying one figure a penny to scurry across the cast-iron stage to bury his woodsman’s ax into another figure’s skull while the wolf—himself—leered from behind painted cast-iron bushes.


It could be done in iron, he knew, given the right counterweights and the right penny. It would take less than a day to create a drawing.

Would it work with flesh-and-blood people as well as these mechanical devices?

No reason why it shouldn’t. His mother was proof of that.

He sat back and reviewed everything he’d learned about the two men. Where was the penny, the chink in the armor they had built for themselves? What was the instinct or desire or fear that would send a human being headlong into action, without thinking about consequences? Like the mechanical hunter or the mechanical dog—once set in motion, the outcome was inevitable. Inescapable.

Surely he could work out a revenge that would in no way make him vulnerable, either to the police if he succeeded, or to retribution from those two men, if he failed. A cowardly wish, he was willing to admit that, but hadn’t he already suffered enough on his brother’s behalf? Perhaps afterward he could get on with his own life….

Engrossed by the idea, he sat there for some time, staring into the painted features of the New York man who had run Tammany Hall for years and grown fat on trickery and power, now reduced to a Victorian concept of thrift and good humor.

No one took this Boss Tweed seriously. A figure of fun, not a figure of fear. And perhaps that was the best trick of all. Those murderers had dismissed him, Ronald Evering, as no danger to them, hadn’t they? They’d even taken his money, as proof that he was harmless, no doubt laughing behind his back at how clever they’d been, making certain that whatever he might tell the world about them, they could claim he was no more than a disgruntled client.

He reached for pen and paper.

After half an hour spent putting together his design, weighing the balances and counterbalances, he rather thought it could be done.

Amazing how simple it was, really. He hadn’t known he was capable of such a scheme.

His mother would have been horrified.











2



SOUTH AFRICA
 Twenty Years Earlier: The Boer War

The military train pulled out just after dawn, three carriages guarded by a company under Lieutenant Timothy Evering. It was carrying weapons and ammunition forward, and bringing wounded back. The Boers were masters at ambush, and three trains had been stopped on this line in the past month alone. Spread out through the carriages, his men were silent for the most part, their nerves on edge as they watched for the danger that was invisible somewhere out there in the bush.

Evering, hunkered by the window in the last carriage, was all too aware that he had been given green men, men who hadn’t faced a baptism of fire. He didn’t want to think about how they would respond if the Dutchmen attacked. If they didn’t shoot themselves in the foot in their nervousness, it would be a miracle. And he’d already thanked God for Sergeant Bellman, an old hand at war and steady as a rock.

He turned to say something to the private nearest him when the engine brakes caught with a screech of metal that deafened him. The train lurched and fought against the brakes, and for an instant he thought the engine or the cars would jump the tracks. Then they came to an abrupt stop that nearly threw him across the carriage floor.

The Boers had blocked the bloody right of way.

He could hear Sergeant Bellman yelling orders somewhere ahead and the thud of his boots as he ran back through the train, encouraging his men to hold their fire until he gave the order.

Evering, scrambling to his feet, called to the men in the next carriages to keep a sharp lookout, and then, before the words were out of his mouth, the Orangemen were on them, dead shots all of them, and fearless.

It was a short fight. The British soldiers were outnumbered and outgunned.

 

Private Quarles, cringing behind a large crate, swore, a steady stream of profanity that was in effect a prayer. His rifle, on the floor beside him, hadn’t been fired.

What ran through his mind at that instant was purely self-centered. He’d taken the Queen’s shilling to get himself out of the mines his father and his brothers had worked as long as he could remember. The army was better than breathing in the black dust until he coughed his lungs out, better than hearing the timbers over his head creak and snap as they gave way, better than living without his legs because the coal face collapsed on them before he could get clear.

And now he was going to die anyway. Those bloody men out there would kill them all, and leave their bodies in the harsh southern sun to rot or be picked apart by those bloody great vultures he’d seen digging into carcasses—

Someone was screaming just behind him, jabbing at his back with the butt of a rifle, and Quarles wheeled, ready to lash out from sheer self-preservation. Boer or British soldier, he didn’t care, nothing was going to make him come out and fight.


But it was only Penrith, trying to squeeze his thin body into the space that could hardly conceal one man, much less two. Quarles swung at him, forcing him back, and in that few seconds silence fell across the veldt.

They stayed where they were, two privates so frightened that the sweat soaked their uniforms and ran down their pale faces like rainwater.

Quarles could hear horses now, riding fast. He thought for an instant that they were coming to search the train and shoot the survivors. Someone was groaning in the carriage up ahead, and he could see the sergeant crumpled by a window, his breath bubbling in his throat. If only the damned fools would be quiet, the commando might believe they’d already finished the killing.

The lieutenant was lying in a pool of blood, and after a few seconds, Quarles reached out, dipped his hand in it, and wiped it across his face and through his hair. Another handful went down the front of his tunic. He could pretend to be dead, if he could stop shaking. But it wasn’t him shaking, it was Penrith behind him.

“They’ve gone. Is it a trap to lure us out? For God’s sake, what are we to do?” he was whispering frantically.

Quarles ignored the man, trying to hear.

Nearly a quarter of an hour passed, and nothing happened. Flies were already buzzing loudly in the stillness. Whoever had been groaning up ahead had stopped. But now someone was calling for water. It was a London voice, Cockney.

Quarles shoved the shivering man beside him out of his way and, keeping his head down, crawled to the nearest window, unable to stand the uncertainty.

There was nothing as far as the horizon. Neither man nor animal. The Boers had vanished as swiftly as they’d appeared. Evering had put up a good fight, but the commando sharpshooters were used to hitting their mark.

He crawled into the next carriage, to be sure, shoving the sergeant aside. The man was dead, his body unwieldy. Quarles carefully lifted his eyes to another window. Nothing to be seen on that side, either.

The Boers had gone.

He stood up, his legs shaky from crouching so long, and wiped his forehead with his hand. He was close to laughing at the sight he must make, bloody enough to be a hero.

It was his first fight, and by God, if he had anything to say to it, it would be his last. Looking around, he grimaced at the amount of blood covering the carriage floors. He hadn’t realized that a man had so much in him. Or that it could sicken the stomach with its stench.

Penrith, peering out from behind the crate in the last carriage, pleaded, “Is it over? Say something.” His frantic appeal carried in the silence.

Quarles ignored him. He went through the rest of the carriages, to see how many of Evering’s men had survived. Then he came back to the last one, where Evering lay badly wounded. The man’s eyes blazed up at him, and his voice, only a husky whisper, demanded, “Where were you?”

As if one more man might have mattered. As if another rifle could have held them off.

Quarles dragged the lieutenant out of the sun and propped him against a box of shells.

It was only then that he saw what the lieutenant was lying on—two leather bags, one of them torn open, with the edges of pound notes just visible in the white African light spilling through the window.

He knelt over the bags and reached in, unable to believe his eyes. There was more money in them than he’d seen in his lifetime, more money than God himself had. He wasn’t sure where it was being taken, or why. It was there, and he couldn’t stop looking at it.

Evering was saying something, but Quarles didn’t listen. His mind was enthralled by the sight, and he knew he wanted that money more than he’d ever wanted anything. Ever.

Penrith came stumbling toward him. He said, “Most of them must be dead—”


“I counted four wounded,” Quarles answered, quickly shoving pound notes under the edge of Evering’s tunic, out of sight. “Not including him.” He jerked his head at the lieutenant.

But Penrith had seen the money. “Good God!”

Falling on his knees, he reached out to touch the bag just as Quarles snatched it away. Evering, behind them, said quite clearly, “Put it back!”

But Quarles had no intention of obeying. He picked up the two bags. “Four wounded,” he repeated. “Five counting him.” He got to his feet and reached for his rifle, starting toward the engine. “Wait here.”

“I’m coming.”

“Stay with him, I say!”

Quarles went forward to find three men bleeding profusely but still alive. The fourth was already unconscious, his face gray.

“Water?” one of the men begged, reaching out, his hand shaking like a palsy.

Quarles shot him, and before the others could move, he shot them as well. Then he moved on to the locomotive. Both the engineer and the fireman were dead. Looking out, he could see the Boers had pulled out the tracks and piled the ties in plain view, to force the engineer to stop. There would be no going forward now. And no returning to the depot unless Penrith knew how to manage the damned controls. He went back to the last carriage and knelt beside Evering.

“Is there any more of this?” He held up the bags for the lieutenant to see them.

Evering shook his head.

“What’s it for, then?”

Evering, fighting to stay alert, didn’t answer.

Penrith, crouched in a corner, said, “I heard gunfire! They’re back—”

Quarles was on the point of shooting him as well. And then he thought better of it. “I was afraid there was something out there. Never mind, it was nothing. Nerves. Penrith—can you run the locomotive? The way ahead is blocked, we have to go back.”

“Me? No. What are we to do, then? We’ve got to get the wounded to cover, and one of us ought to go for help.” Even as he said the words, he read the decision in Quarles’s face, and began shaking his head. “Why does it have to be me?”

Quarles was in no frame of mind to argue. “I’ll see to the men. Go on, then, walk as far as you can before dark, then find somewhere to dig in. I’ll stay here until you come back.”

“I don’t want to go. And what about this money? What are you going to do with it?”

“I’ll see to that as well. Mind you don’t mention it to anyone! Otherwise they’ll take it from us.”

“I’m not leaving it behind. I don’t trust you.”

“You’ve done nothing to earn it, my lad. Not yet. Go for help. Leave me to clear away here. And when you find that help, mind you act dazed, confused. Just tell them the Boers attacked, and the lieutenant here sent you for help. The less you say to them, the better.”

Without warning, he set aside his rifle and swung his fist as hard as he could, catching Penrith on the cheekbone, and then hit him again. Blood ran from a torn lip, dripping onto his uniform.

Penrith, angrier than he could ever remember being, lunged at Quarles, but the man had already retrieved his rifle and kept him at bay.

“Don’t be a fool, Penrith! If you arrive after a fight with the Boer looking fresh as a bleeding daisy, they’ll be suspicious.”

Something in his face made Penrith look sharply at him. “I counted four shots. You killed them, didn’t you? The wounded.”

“Yes, and I’ll kill you too, if you don’t listen. You want a share of that money? How are we going to do that, hmmm? Tell the Army we’ve taken a fancy to it? Tell them no one else is alive, so we thought we’d help ourselves? They’ll hunt us like animals. First we must deal with this lot. Go back to the camp. And think about it as you walk. If we’re smart, we’ll let the Army blame the Boers for the money going missing. We know nothing about it, eh? It was the lieutenant’s little secret, and we never laid eyes on it.”

“But he’s alive—”

“Look at him. Do you think he’ll last the day? I’m no doctor, I can’t save him. He’s the only one can talk, if we keep our heads. What’s it to be, then? Do your part or die with the others. It’s all the same to me.”

Penrith, staring at the rifle in the other man’s hands, said with as much bravado as he could muster, “I’ll go. But play any tricks on me, and I’ll see you hang.”

He backed out of the carriage, his gaze on Quarles, and nearly stumbled over a railroad tie as he stepped down. Then he stopped. Fool that he was, he’d left his own rifle in the train.

As if he’d read Penrith’s mind, Quarles reached down, picked up a rifle, and tossed it to him. “Take the sergeant’s. You won’t get far without it.”

Penrith caught it, retreating, watching those cold eyes watching him and expecting to be shot in the back when he turned. When he was safely out of range, Quarles was still standing there in the carriage door, his face a mask of blood and determination. Penrith turned on his heel and began to walk the tracks back to the depot. He didn’t trust Quarles. On the other hand, he told himself, the man was right. If he didn’t share the money, Penrith could turn him in. And he thought, on the whole, the Army was more likely to believe him, a curate’s son, than Quarles, a less than exemplary soldier. Time would tell what would come of this day’s work.

He could still see those pound notes, thick wads of them.

It was all he could think of as he walked steadily toward the depot.

On the train, Quarles waited until Penrith was out of sight and no threat to him. Then he did three things. He went through the carriages again to be certain there were no more wounded, he scanned the veldt for miles to be certain the Boers had gone away, and then he searched every inch of the last carriage for other bags of money. As he did, he could feel Evering’s eyes on him, baleful and full of pain.

There was no more. He’d found it all.

Quarles took the two bags, ignoring the weak protests of the severely wounded man, and stacked the notes to one side. He remembered an oiled cloth he’d seen near the dead fireman and trotted forward to fetch it. It was thick with coal dust and torn, but it was still large enough for his purpose. Wrapping the money carefully in the cloth, he took it outside and searched for a place to dig. He found that some thirty yards from the tracks, and with his bare hands he worked furiously at creating a hole deep enough to conceal the bundle.

It took him over an hour. But when he was finished, there was nothing to show that he’d been there. A small branch, swept across where he’d worked, erased any signs of digging. He stepped back, considering his handiwork. The question was, how to mark the spot? Looking around, he saw a flat rock, shaped like a turtle. It was heavy, but he carried it across to where the money was hidden and set it on top. It was the best he could do.

When he got back to the carriage, he was surprised to find Evering still alive. The man was holding on tenaciously, determination in the set of his jaw. His eyes watched Quarles, bright against the flushed skin of his face, as if recording everything he saw for the court-martial to come.

Quarles ignored him, going about his next task with cold efficiency. He placed the empty money bags at Evering’s feet, and then went searching for lanterns.

After pouring all their oil over the last carriage, he took the lanterns back to where he’d found them. Evering was still watching him, but with alarm in his eyes now.

“What are you doing, man?” he managed to say with sufficient force to be heard.

“You’re the only one who knew about the money. And when they come, they’ll want to know where it is. They’re not going to believe that the Boers took it, are they? So I don’t have any choice.”


He had found matches in the sergeant’s kit, and he struck them now and lit the spreading puddles of oil. The old carriages were tender dry. They’d burn in a hurry, they wouldn’t need the oil after a few minutes.

Evering cried, “You can’t do this! It’s inhuman—”

“Watch me,” Quarles said and jumped out of the carriage. He tried to walk far enough away to shut out the cries of the burning man, but he could hear them in his mind if not his ears. They would haunt him for a long time.

But it was so much money. It would set him up for life. Even if he shared it with Penrith. Or not. It would depend on how useful the man was.

He waited until the flames had nearly died down, then went back to the blackened carriages and thrust his hands into the remnants of the fire. He hadn’t known it would hurt that badly, but he forced himself to put his face close enough to singe his hair and his skin.

And then, fighting the pain as best he could, he crawled under what was left of the first carriage, out of the sun.

He hadn’t looked at what was left of Lieutenant Timothy Barton Evering.

 

When help arrived many hours later, Quarles was half out of his mind with pain and thirst. They dealt with him gently, and the doctor did what he could. He didn’t see Penrith and didn’t ask for him. He lay on the stretcher, calling Evering’s name until someone bent over him and said, “He’s dead. There was nothing you could do.” After that he shut his eyes and was quiet.

The inquiry into the ambush was not lengthy. Penrith supported the account that a shot could have broken a lantern and set the last carriage on fire. “But I didn’t see it burning when I left. All I could think of was the wounded, and getting help for them as fast as possible.” His face was pale, and his voice tended to shake.


Penrith was the son of a curate. They believed him. Quarles, when interviewed, remembered only beating at the flames to reach the lieutenant. His burns were serious, and his bandages spoke to his courage.

He was sent to Cape Town, where doctors worked on his hands, and Penrith, whose feet had been badly blistered by his walk, was sent to a hospital in Port Elizabeth. They didn’t meet again until the end of the war, in 1902.

It was Penrith who came to find Quarles, and he asked him outright for his share of the money. “I’ve earned it now. And I’ll have it before we’re sent home.”

Quarles smiled. “Oh, yes, and you on a spending spree a private’s pay couldn’t explain? No, we split the money and take it home with us. We wait a year, and then decide how to hide it in plain sight. Do you think we’ve fooled them? Stupidity will get us hanged yet.”

“As long as we split it now,” Penrith said. “I want it in my hand, where you can’t trick me or hide from me. Once we’ve split it, we’re finished with each other.”

“Did you hear they found the Boers that attacked our train and hanged the leader? I wouldn’t press my luck if I were you. A misstep now, and we’ll be decorating the gibbet he kept warm for us.”

But Penrith was not to be put off.

Quarles took five days of leave and found a carriage and horse that he could borrow, though his hands were still stiff and almost useless. He located the site of the attack after some difficulty, found the flat stone after walking in circles for three hours, and dug up the packet in the oiled cloth. Most of it he split into two black valises he’d brought with him. For the rest, he found a black woman in an isolated hut and asked her to sew the money into pockets in the lining of his tunic. She thought him a mad Englishman, but he promised to pay her well. When the tunic was ready, he drowned her in the stream where she washed her clothes, for fear she would gossip. If he’d been a superstitious man, he’d have believed she put a curse on him as she died. As it was, she fought hard, and he was glad he hadn’t put his tunic on before dealing with her.

Penrith was waiting for him at the livery stable when he brought the carriage back, and demanded that he take his pick of the two valises. “To be sure the split was fair and square.”

“As God is my witness,” Quarles answered him, “you’ll find both hold the same sum. Look for yourself. It’s more than either of us can ever expect to earn. Don’t be greedy.”

Penrith said, his curiosity getting the better of him as he examined both valises, “Does it ever bother you, how we came by this?”

“Does it bother you?” Quarles retorted, picking up the nearest case. He walked off and didn’t look back.

As luck would have it, the two men arrived in London on the same troop ship and were mustered out of the army in the same week. Quarles took Penrith to the nearest pub and made a suggestion: “We’ve got to find work. Until the Army’s forgot us. It wouldn’t look right, would it, for either of us to be rich as a nob, when we joined up with no more than a shilling to our names.”

Penrith was stubborn. “You’ve put me off long enough. I have my share, I’ll spend it as I please.”

“You do that, and I’ll tell them you stole the money while I was trying to save the lieutenant.”

In the end, Quarles put the wind up Penrith, who was afraid of Quarles and would be for years to come. They each took up positions at a merchant bank, Penrith as the doorman because of his fair looks and his air of breeding, and general work for Quarles, with the ugly scars on his hands. His eyebrows had never grown out again properly, giving him a quizzical expression. But he was a big man with pale red hair and a charm that he practiced diligently, turning it on at need. The account he gave of his burns elicited laughter and sympathy, for he kept the story of rushing into a burning house to save a child droll rather than dramatic. There was no mention of the army or South Africa. And as far as anyone knew, neither Penrith nor Quarles had ever left the country.

Quarles had been good at numbers in school, and that training, together with a clever mind, was put to work. It wasn’t long before he caught the eye of one of the junior partners, and six months later, he was promoted to Mr. James’s clerk.

On that same day Quarles said to Penrith, “I can see that there’s a way to be rich without suspicion,” and outlined his plan.

Penrith, ever slow to see what might be to his own advantage, said, “But we’ve got money, we don’t need to work. You promised—”

Quarles looked at him. “Have you counted what you’ve got? It’s nothing compared to what comes in and out these doors every day. It looked like a king’s ransom, there on the veldt, but I know better now. I’ve asked Mr. James if he’d be kind enough to invest what an old aunt left me. I told him I’d run through it in six months, else. And he’s agreed. You’d be smart to do the same. Soon we’ll be twice as rich, and then there’s no stopping us.” He smiled. “Mr. James sees a coal miner’s brat with brains in his head. He’s a snob, he thinks I’m a clever monkey doing tricks to amuse him. But in the end, it’s Mr. James who’s jumping through hoops of my making. I’m a clerk now, and mark my words, I’ll go higher, as high as I please. And if you’re a wise one, you’ll hang on to my coattails. I didn’t do you a bad turn in the Transvaal, did I? We haven’t hanged yet, have we?”

Penrith said, “You’re a clever monkey, all right. The question is, do I trust you? And how far?”

Quarles laughed harshly. “Suit yourself. But don’t come whining to me when your pittance runs out and there’s no way to replace it. And don’t think you can blackmail me into saving your arse. You’ll hang beside me.”









3



SOMERSET, NEAR EXMOOR
 May 1920

There was a stone terrace on the northern side of the house, with a dramatic view down to the sea. The town of Minehead was invisible around the next headland to the east, and to the west, Exmoor rolled to the horizon, empty as far as the eye could see.

Not even a gull’s cry broke the stillness, though they sailed on the wind above the water, wings bright in the morning sun. Rutledge sat in a comfortable chair by the terrace wall, more relaxed than he’d been in some time.

Half an hour later a faint line of gray was making itself known in the far distance, storm clouds building somewhere over Cornwall. A pity, he thought, watching them. The weather had held fair so far. All that was needed was barely another twenty-four hours, for tomorrow’s wedding. After that the rain could fall.

He had taken a few days of leave. Edgar Maitland, a friend from before the war, had asked Rutledge to come to Somerset to meet his bride and to stand up with him at the wedding.

This had been Maitland’s grandfather’s house, and Rutledge could understand why his friend preferred to live here most of the year now, keeping his flat for the occasional visit to London. Edgar had also inherited his grandfather’s law firm in nearby Dunster and appeared to be well on his way to becoming a country solicitor.

Rutledge and Maitland had lost touch after 1917, but when Maitland had come to town in April to buy a ring for his bride, he’d tracked Rutledge down at Scotland Yard. France had changed both men, but they understood that these differences were safest left unspoken. What had drawn them together at university had been an enthusiasm for tennis and cricket; what had made them friends was a feeling for the law, and this each of them, in their own way, had held on to through the nightmare of war, seeing their salvation in returning to it.

Maitland had often good-naturedly berated Rutledge for choosing to join the police. “A waste, old man, you must see that.”

And Rutledge always answered, “I have no ambition to be a K.C. I’ve left that to you.”

When Rutledge had met Elise on his arrival in Dunster, he’d had reservations about the match. She was young, pretty, and in love. The question was whether she was up to the task of caring for a man who’d lost his leg in France, and with it, for many months, his self-worth. Unlike the steady, happy man Rutledge had seen in London, now Edgar was by turns moody and excited as the wedding day approached. And that boded ill for the future.

Indeed, last night when they were alone on the terrace, darkness obscuring their faces and only their voices betraying their feelings, Edgar had said morosely, “I can’t dance. She says she doesn’t care for dancing. Or play tennis. She doesn’t care for tennis. She says. But that’s now. What about next year, or the year after, if she’s bored and some other bloke asks her to dance, or to be his partner in a match? What then? Will she smile at me, and ask permission, and be relieved when I give it?”

Rutledge had grinned. “Cold feet, Lieutenant? Where’s the bane of the sappers, the man who never backed out of anything, even a burning tunnel?”

“Yes, well, I was brave once too often. And it’s cold foot, now. Do you know, I can still feel pain in my missing leg? Phantom pain, they call it, the nerve endings looking for something that isn’t there and worrying themselves into knots.”

“That’s common, I think?”

“Apparently. But it’s damned odd when it’s your foot itching, and there’s nothing there to scratch.”

They had laughed. But Edgar had drunk a little too much last night and was sleeping it off this morning.

Rutledge watched that thin line of gray cloud for a time, decided that it was not growing any larger, and turned his attention to the sea below, tranquil before the turn of the tide. Behind him, the terrace door opened, and he looked up, expecting to see Edgar.

Elise came out to join him. He hadn’t heard her motorcar arriving in the forecourt, but she must have driven over from Dunster, looking for Edgar.

He wished her a good morning as he rose to bring a chair forward for her. She sat down, sighed, and watched the gulls in her turn.

“A penny for your thoughts?” he asked after a time.

“I wish I knew what was worrying Edgar. It’s frustrating, he won’t talk to me. That makes me feel young, useless. And the wedding’s tomorrow.”

He realized that she had come to find him, not Maitland. “You’re several years younger in age,” Rutledge pointed out gently. “And a hundred years younger in experience.”

She shrugged irritably. “I know. The war. I’ve been told that until I’m sick of it. It doesn’t explain everything!”


“In a way it does,” Rutledge replied carefully. “It marked most of us. I expect that it will stay with us until we’re dead.”

“Yes, but that’s looking back, isn’t it? You survived—and so there’s life ahead, marriage, a family, a future. You and Edgar were the lucky ones. You lived. Now get on with it.”

He laughed. “Would that we could.”

“Oh, don’t be silly, Ian, you know what I mean. If you stay bogged down in the trenches, then they’ve won. You went on with your profession. Edgar can go on with his. He’s not the only man in England with one leg. He’s not a freak. He’s not unique. A solicitor can manage with one leg, for heaven’s sake.”

He couldn’t tell her why he’d returned to the Yard last year. At what cost and for what reasons. He answered only, “Have you ever had a terrifying nightmare, Elise?”

“Of course. Everyone has.” She was impatient.

“Think about the worst one you can recall, then try to imagine waking up to find that it was real and would go on for years, not minutes, without respite.”

“That’s not possible—” She stopped. “Oh. I see what you mean. Trying to shake off a nightmare is harder than having it.” She turned her head, watching the gulls. After a moment she went on. “When I was five, I was frightened by a friend’s little dog. I was creeping up on her to surprise her, and the dog heard me first and attacked me. After that, I was always afraid of dogs. Any dog.”

Rutledge nodded. “Are you still afraid of dogs?”

“Not afraid. Wary, perhaps?”

“Yes. That’s what war does to you. It leaves you wary because you can’t erase what you saw or felt or did. It can’t be safely tucked away in the attic until you’re fifty and decide to bring it out and look it squarely in the face. And Edgar is reminded of his missing leg every time he puts on a shoe or tries to walk across the room or step into a motorcar. It’s a fact he can’t escape, however hard he tries. And in turn, this is a constant reminder of a day he doesn’t want to remember.”


She turned to look at him. “Where are your scars?”

“They are there. Just a little less visible than missing a leg.” He found it hard to keep the irony out of his voice. Thank God no one could see Hamish. Or hear him. He couldn’t even be explained away logically. A haunting that was no ghost, a memory that was filled with guilt, a presence where there was none. Except to him.

Elise said, “You’re telling me that patience is my cue.”

“I’m telling you that getting on with it will always be easier for you. And so you must teach Edgar to forget, not only with patience but with the understanding that some memories may never fade. If you can’t accept him as he is, then you must walk away. Now.”

She smiled, a pretty girl barely twenty. He felt like a grandfather in her presence, though he was the same age as her older brother. How on earth would Edgar cope? Or had he deliberately chosen someone so young, someone who had no experience of war, in the hope that it would help him forget?

It was not his business to ask. He was here to support the groom, and that was that.

Elise was saying, “I appreciate your candor. I’ll try to understand. And when I can’t, I won’t judge.”

“Then you’ll make Edgar an admirable wife.”

Her laughter rang out, fresh and untroubled.

Inside the house, silver rattled against silver.

“Aha. I hear sounds from the dining room. By the way, my matron of honor has arrived. I’ll bring her along to meet you this afternoon.” She got up and went inside, leaving Rutledge with his thoughts.
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Ronald Evering stood by his bedroom window that same morning, watching the small mail boat make for the harbor at St. Anne’s. There was only one passenger on board; he could pick out the blue jacket and white trousers of Davis Penrith, who was standing amidships, his face turned toward the landing, his fair hair blowing in the wind.

The launch came in, tied up, and Davis stepped ashore, looking up the winding hill that led to the only large house on the island.

Evering wondered what he was thinking.

No doubt gauging how many pounds this venture might bring him. Was he so foolish that he thought he would be trusted again with a small fortune? Did he feel no twinge over cheating a man twice—of his brother and of his money? Apparently not, or he wouldn’t have come.

Evering turned away from the window and went down to await his guest in the hall, but the memory of his mother’s corpse lying there at the foot of the stairs prodded him to move on to the stone steps of the house.

St. Anne’s was one of the smaller of the inhabited Scilly Isles. The Romans had come here, and then the Church, and finally Cornish-men looking to make money any way they could. Cut flowers had become the latest source of wealth, for they bloomed here earlier than anywhere else in England, and so they had been very much in demand for country houses and London weddings. The war had put an end to that, of course. Getting perishable flowers across to the mainland and to their hungry markets had been impossible, what with workmen gone to fight or to factories, the government taking over the trains for troops and the wounded, and the German menace out there waiting to sink whatever vessel sailed into their sights.

He doubted that the market for fresh flowers would be as profitable again, not the way it was before 1914. It would be too costly now, workmen’s wages too high, and no one was entertaining on the scale they once had done. Great vases of flowers in every room, profligate and beautiful, were a luxury now, even for the wealthy.

He was glad his father hadn’t lived to see this day. He had mourned his elder son, then given his only remaining child all that he had dreamed of for Timothy—a fine education, this house, and a love for the Scilly Isles that in the end had come to be the strongest bond between them.

If this day bore fruit, the senior Evering would have lost both sons—one to murder and the other to an unconscionable act that would damn him.

For an instant he was torn. Penrith hadn’t seen him yet. Let him knock at the door, and when no one answered his summons, go back to Cornwall and thence to London, cursing a wild goose chase. Or tell him to his face that it had been a mistake, there was no money left to invest after all.

Evering turned and went back inside.

It would seem too—eager—to be seen waiting by the steps.


Invisible in the quiet parlor, he soon heard shoes crunching in the shell walk that led through the trellis gate up to the door. At the sound of the bell, he counted to ten, then he himself opened the door to Penrith. Welcoming him as his father would have done, with an old-fashioned courtesy Evering was far from feeling.

It’s not too late…

Penrith stepped into the cool hall and said plaintively, “I thought perhaps you’d have sent a cart to meet me. The boatman said it was usual.”

“Alas, the horse is lame. But the exercise will have whipped up your appetite. Breakfast is waiting in the dining room.”

“I could do with a cup of tea.” Penrith followed him down the passage to the dining room, its windows looking out to sea, where nothing stood between the stone walls of this house and the great expanse of the Atlantic.

Penrith took his tea standing up, looking out at the cloudless sky. “Is that a bank of sea mist out there on the horizon? I didn’t notice it from the boat, but of course we’re higher here. I can tell you I wouldn’t care to be caught in one of those. I’ve heard tales of what it would be like—dank and damp, like cotton wool. Worse than a London fog. No wonder the Cornish coast is famous for its shipwrecks. I see the boat has continued on its rounds—I thought it might stay on for a bit. How long before it returns to St. Anne?”

Evering smiled, deliberately misunderstanding him. “I promise you we’ll have more than enough time to discuss our business.”

“It must be quite lonely here. I should think you’d open your London house for the summer,” Penrith went on as he set his cup down on the table and accepted the plate Evering was holding out to him.

“Not in summer. That’s the best season for us. Next winter perhaps.” Evering shrugged. “That is to say, if I am luckier in my investments than I was the last time and can afford to open the London house again. Surprisingly enough, I’ve never found it lonely here. Perhaps because I was born in this house.”


He searched Penrith’s face for signs of—what? Something, anything—a conscience, a reason to put a stop to what he was about to do.

But all he read there was impatience and greed.

“I brought the papers you asked for. I think, given the state of business these days, that we’ve got something to offer. Something that might well recoup that earlier loss. Something with long-term potential, and an excellent rate of return.”

“That would certainly be desirable. Frankly, I could use the income. But you told me much the same story the last time, and look where it led.”

“Yes, well, we apologized for the Cumberline stocks. No one was more surprised than I when they went down with a crash. I lost money myself.”

Evering raised his eyebrows but said nothing. He had heard rumors that Penrith and his partner had had a miraculous escape. A word of warning in the right ear at the right time…But not passed on to clients. Not this client, at least.

Penrith took his filled plate to the foot of the table and sat down, picking up his serviette. “I say, this is a wonderful spread. We’re still trying to get decent food in London. You have a fine cook, as well. My compliments.”

They ate their meal in a drift of light, stilted conversation, touching on events in London, the state of the economy, the worsening situation in Russia.

“No money to be made there,” Penrith said with a sigh. “You’d think, given their way of looking at land reform, that they’d put it to good use. In my view, they’re going to be hard-pressed to feed their own people. And their factories, such as they are, produce only shoddy goods. Europe isn’t going to be back on its feet for another dozen years, if I’m any judge. But there are opportunities in South America. Cattle. Coffee. Mines. That sort of thing. It’s what I intend to talk to you about.”


Thus far Penrith had made no mention of his business partner, and the omission was glaring. Evering brought him up instead.

“And what is Quarles doing, to keep himself out of trouble?”

Penrith grimaced. “I daresay he manages. We no longer handle joint ventures. Which is why you contacted me, I think? You never liked Quarles.”

Nor you, Evering thought, but was silent.

They finished their meal and adjourned to the study. It too looked out across the sea, but there were other islands in this direction, scattered blue smudges. Penrith glanced toward the long bank of mist one more time before sitting down. There was some anxiety in his face, as if he was trying to judge how far it had advanced since last he had measured it.

“Let’s get down to business, shall we?” Evering asked.

“By all means.”

The next two hours were spent in intense exposition of the properties that Penrith had brought for discussion.

Evering listened carefully to everything he was told, then sat back with a frown.

“I don’t know—” He pulled at his lower lip, a study in uncertainty.

Penrith said persuasively, “It’s the best opportunity I can see to improve your position. I like what’s here, and I have a feeling that we’re moving into a decade of handsome rewards for the farsighted investor.”

Evering said, “Yes, yes. You’ve done your work well. Still—would you mind leaving these papers here for a week? I’m to travel to Kent shortly, and I can bring them to you with my decision.” He smiled wryly. “I’ve learned to be careful, you see.”

“Caution is important. There are no guarantees that what I tell you will be right in five or seven years’ time. However, time is something we must consider as well. I suggest you make your decision within the fortnight. Or we stand to lose as the shares go up. They aren’t going to be overlooked for long, I can assure you.”


Evering studied the earnest, handsome face. Penrith, fair and tall and very presentable, gave the impression of coming from old money, and it stood him in good stead, this impression. More than one woman and many a man had fallen for this quality and trusted the advice tripping so lightly from his tongue. In their partnership, Penrith had been the velvet glove, Quarles the iron hand, though Quarles could be very pleasant when it served his purposes. And very coldblooded when it didn’t.

The contrast between the two men was something Evering hadn’t been prepared for when first he met them. One obviously a gentleman, the other a blunt Yorkshire man with unreadable eyes and a tight mouth. In God’s name, what had drawn them together in South Africa, much less kept them together all these years? He couldn’t fathom what it was, unless it was the strength of Quarles’s personality. Weaker men were often drawn to that. If Quarles had manipulated Penrith, surely he himself could manage it as well. And yet the weak could be as cruel as the strong, he’d had cause to know in his own mother. It was the main reason why Evering had chosen Penrith as his penny. Quarles would not be as easily influenced.

“I assure you, I’m as eager as you to see this under way. But—well, I’d feel better if I had a little time to consider.”

Penrith nodded. “Suit yourself.” Though it was clear that he was not pleased about being put off. He got up and stretched, walking to the window, staring worriedly at the fog bank. Evering swore silently at the distraction, cursing the weather.

Penrith turned to his host. “When did you say the mail boat comes back this way?”

Evering glanced at his watch. “It should be here within a quarter of an hour. It makes the rounds of the inhabited islands before going back to the mainland. Naturally it depends on how much mail and how many passengers there are on a given run, but for the most part, it keeps to its schedule.”

“That’s a small vessel to take on storms in some twenty-eight miles of open water. It’s a wonder anyone has the courage to live this far out.”

“Think of it as our moat. At any rate, the master is a good man. He can read the weather the way you’d read a book. Many of us have made the crossing on our own in heavy seas, when there’s no other way.”

“All the same, I’ll take my chance on dry land, thank you.”

Evering laughed and got to his feet. Joining Penrith at the window, he said, “Yes, in fact, there the boat is now, pulling around the headland. You’ve got about twenty minutes before you need to be at the harbor. I’ll walk you down. Good exercise. I’ve become quite fond of taking my constitutional earlier this time of year. Before the heat builds. Come along, then. Have everything there, do you?”

Penrith had shoved the remaining papers back into his case, his eagerness to be away getting ahead of his professional manner. “Yes, all here.” He cast a last glance at the spread of unsigned documents on the table and added, “You will let me know, won’t you? What you decide to do?”

“I give you my word,” Evering assured him.

They walked out together, taking the shell path through the flower beds to the ornate garden gate where the island’s only road crossed the track down to the harbor. But as they passed through the gate, Evering paused in the middle of the road. Penrith, a little ahead, turned and said, “Aren’t you coming the rest of the way?”

“Yes. I’ve just been debating with myself.” He had—whether to go on or not. To keep his hands steady, he reached out and caressed the white wooden necks of the swans that curved gracefully to form the top of the gate. “Old man, there’s something else I wish to say to you, and I’m afraid I don’t know quite how to find the words.”

Penrith frowned. “I don’t follow you. I thought I’d answered all your questions.” He was annoyed, standing there with the sunlight glinting on his hair, an eye on the mail boat. “I really must get back to London tonight—”


“You did answer my questions, and admirably. This is—to be truthful, it’s a personal matter. In point of fact, a little gossip that came to my ears recently. I found it rather shocking and brushed it aside as nonsense. But now that I’m face-to-face with you—”

Penrith bristled. “I’ve done nothing to be gossiped about. I assure you. That business with Cumberline—”

“No, no, your reputation is sound. Or you wouldn’t be here. No, this is a personal matter. I told you.”

Penrith gestured toward the harbor. “Can you tell me as we walk? The boat is coming in.”

“Yes, of course. It’s just that—look, to be honest, I’m uncomfortable mentioning this at all, but you’ve been kind enough to come here and advise me. I can only say that it’s very likely the purest gossip. Still, I owe you something—”

“What are you trying to say? I don’t follow you at all.” Penrith’s eyes were hostile now, as if expecting accusations he wasn’t prepared to answer. His defensiveness clearly centered on his business, and Evering found that interesting.

“All right, I’ll be blunt, if you’ll forgive me. It’s the stories going round about Quarles. And your—damn it man, about your wife.”

“My wife?” Caught off guard, Penrith stared at his companion. “I don’t—you must be mad! What is this about? Is it your way of—” He broke off, unwilling to say more.

“No. Just rather embarrassed to bring the matter up at all. Forget that I said anything. It was a mistake. A mistake born of friendship. Nothing more.”

He walked on, but Penrith didn’t move. “No, you brought this matter up, Evering. I demand that you tell me what it is you’re hinting at.”

Evering took a deep breath. “It was at the Middleton house party. I wasn’t there, of course. But someone—I shan’t say whom—saw Quarles coming out of your wife’s bedroom at some ungodly hour of the morning. Shoes in hand. There was a little talk among the guests, when that got about. But for your sake, nothing was said. Then, two weeks later at the Garrisons’ house—”

“Damn you, you’re a liar!” Penrith’s face was flushed with anger, his fists clinched at his side. “Take it back, Evering! Now, on this spot! Or we shall do no business together.”

“All right. I apologize. I’m sorry. I thought—I don’t know what I thought. I was wrong to bring it up at all—”

“You’re paying me back for Cumberline by telling me this, aren’t you?”

Evering said, “No, Penrith, on my honor. I—it’s the gossip, man, I didn’t make it up. And I thought you should know, if you didn’t already. It’s vicious and meant to hurt, I’m sure. I was wrong to tell you. I’m sorry.”

Penrith turned to walk on and then stopped. “I shan’t need your company the rest of the way, Evering. I’m rather disgusted, if you want the truth.”

“I understand. I’m sorry.”

Penrith stalked off, shoulders tightly squared.

Evering watched him go, an angry man with time on his hands to dwell on his anger. And the wife he doted on was in Scotland, visiting her sister, where Penrith couldn’t question her easily. Yes, that journey had been a stroke of unexpected luck, worth the effort he’d expended on perfecting the details of his plan.

When Penrith reached the mail boat and stepped in without looking back, Evering returned to his house, shut the door against the incoming fog, and in the parlor poured himself a large whiskey. Too early in the morning for it, he scolded himself, but it was what he needed.

His hands were shaking. What would come of this day’s work?

Then he went up to his room and was sick in the basin on the table by the window.
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