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Chapter One
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Will Darling was selling books. 

That was his job these days, and it brought him into contact with a pretty peculiar lot of people. Right now he was selling them to a specialist antiquarian book dealer off the Charing Cross Road, which was an experience all its own. 

He’d only been running Darling’s Used & Antiquarian since last October. As a novice in the misanthropic and surprisingly brutal world of old books, he’d found his colleagues in the trade very ready to share their opinions of his incompetence, so he was enjoying his current meeting a lot more than he probably should. It was quite entertaining to be underestimated when you had a secret weapon. 

Mr. Deansbrook, whose tiny paper-dump of a shop specialised in music, leafed through the list Will had handed him a second time, and pursed his mouth. “This is the Aveston collection.”

“It is, yes.”

“They’re selling off the Aveston music collection.”

“That’s right.”

“The Aveston collection,” Deansbrook repeated, in case they had misunderstood one another. “And you’re handling it? How the devil did you get that? Why didn’t they give it to me? Or Hughes, even? Good heavens, I could throw a brick from my doorway and hit half a dozen better men for the job! No offence,” he added rather too late.

“None taken,” Will said cheerily. “Interested in anything, at all?”

The list, as he well knew, comprised most of Deansbrook’s hopes, dreams, and sexual fantasies, since he shared the deceased Lord Aveston’s love of Elizabethan and Jacobean music. Will couldn’t tell a madrigal from a macaroon, but he hadn’t got the job for his bibliographic skills. In fact, he’d spent much of his time with the Avestons simply chatting to the new viscount, a pleasantly dim young man who was far more interested in swapping war stories and rattling on about cricket than in anything that might be classed as intellectual pursuits. 

That had been fun in itself. Will had enjoyed fossicking about the impressive library too, not to mention staying in a stately home where nobody was trying to kill him. That made a change. Mostly, though, he now had the opportunity to repay Deansbrook for a lot of jibes, and he planned to do that in full.

Deansbrook went through the list, and made the sort of offer you might make to a man who didn’t know what he was about. Will returned a kindly smile and a figure five times higher. They spent some time exchanging professional observations, personal reflections, and abstract musing on the concept of honesty, and finally settled on three and a half times the initial offer, or ten pounds over Will’s private take-it-or-leave-it figure. 

Deansbrook mopped his brow with a grimy handkerchief, leaving a faint line of book-dust where the sweat had been. It was a hot June day and he didn’t believe in open windows. “Well, that’s settled. Are you going to tell me how you came to handle Aveston? I really would have thought they’d come to me.”

“I had the inside track, I’m afraid,” Will said with an apologetic air that wasn’t convincing, or meant to be. “I’m working with a chap who knows the family.”

“Hmph. I heard you’d taken on a partner, but I didn’t believe it. There can’t be the money in your place.”

Will ignored the accurate disparagement of his business. “Oh, it’s an unofficial arrangement. To be honest, he’s more of a—” He cleared his throat and lowered his voice, because you didn’t have to be a book dealer long to learn which were the bad words. “Bibliophile.”

Deansbrook sucked air through his teeth. “Sensible chap, though,” Will hastened to add. “Knows his stuff. Completed a very nice set of Fielding for me just the other day.”

“Hmph,” Deansbrook repeated. “How did you come by this chap?”

Will shrugged, smiled, and offered him the general list from the Aveston library to look through. That put an end to conversation for the moment, so he sat back and wondered what an answer might have sounded like. 

I met him last winter when he hired a thug to smash up my shop, in order to fool me into trusting him. He was working for a shadowy Whitehall bureau then, and he lied to me non-stop, except when he didn’t; he betrayed me over and over, and spent a week trying to save my neck. We took on a criminal gang together, twice, and I’ve never worked with anyone better or worse, sometimes in the same day. And we fuck. My God, how we fuck.

Three months ago he lost his job and fiancée together, and since then he’s gone from being a secret agent to an amateur book dealer while he works out what he’s going to do with his life. Only, I don’t know what I’m doing with my own life, so the ground’s not exactly steady under anyone’s feet. And he’s a lord, did I mention that? His father’s got a title, a stately home, and a steam yacht, and my ma took washing in to make ends meet. I don’t know what we’re doing in the same postcode, let alone the same bed. 

But he’s good with books and that’s what matters. Right, Mr. Deansbrook?

They finished dickering over prices, and Will left with the satisfying consciousness that he’d not only carried off the job well, but thoroughly annoyed his colleague in the process. He headed back along the Charing Cross Road towards May’s Buildings just as St. Martin-in-the-Fields’ bells chimed five. Perfect timing to get in, tidy up, and wash before he went to Kim’s place. 

They pretty much always stayed in these days. A few months ago, Kim had killed man-about-town Johnnie Cheveley in what he’d be the first to call an unnecessarily dramatic manner. He’d been commended for it at the inquest, since Cheveley had already shot Will once and been about to finish the job, but that didn’t cut much ice with the posh set. Kim hadn’t been popular before, but after the second time he’d been called a murderer in a restaurant, he’d decided to keep out of sight for a while. Apart from anything else, Will was liable to beat the daylights out of the next person who said it. 

Anyway, Kim’s place was as good as anywhere in London. It was clean, luxurious, beautifully appointed, with art on the walls and expensive electric lights. His man, Peacock, was an excellent cook; there was a cocktail bar as good as a night-club’s, not that Will much cared for cocktails; and the bed was right there. Or the sofa, or the floor come to that, because fucking couldn’t solve your problems but it didn’t half take your mind off them for a while. 

That was another difference between them. Kim lived in luxury; Will counted himself damn lucky to have a bedroom above a bookshop. He’d previously have said ‘a shabby bookshop’, but that had been before Kim. 

He’d come to help after the business in spring had left Will with a broken knuckle and a bullet in his arm. He’d copped far worse in the war, but he’d been younger then. Kim had volunteered to do the heavy lifting while he healed, and worked his arse off ever since: quietly, relentlessly, obsessively. Will’s books were now arranged in a sensible manner, with just enough chaos that browsers could believe they might snap up a hidden treasure. The rare books were all kept in view of the desk, and Kim had identified a couple of ratty old tomes whose sale had covered the entire year’s rates. Books had migrated from the floor to the shelves, which meant a man could get a broom around the place, and the whole thing looked a lot less like a scholarly gnome’s den and more like a proper commercial enterprise. Will still reserved the right to close up whenever he felt like it, mind. He was a second-hand bookseller and there was a principle at stake.

He felt a bit guilty about how much unpaid work Kim had put in, but he’d needed the distraction. He hadn’t been physically damaged as Will had but he’d taken a hell of a beating all the same, the kind that left scars you couldn’t see, and that also took time to heal. Bookshop work was a lot more productive than most of the other things the nervy sod had found to do with himself over the last few years, and it had given them a lot of time together, long stretches of working in silent harmony, bickering about trivia and practicalities, enjoying each other’s company. They’d needed that, and it had been good, really good. 

It would be ungracious of Will to moan about things. He had his own business and his own home, which was not to be sneezed at in these hard days. He had pals to drink and play football with. And he had Kim as partner, lover, friend. He’d be an idiot to complain life was uneventful: after five years in the trenches and two clashes with a criminal gang, he’d surely had enough excitement to be getting on with. 

All the same, Kim had a habit of quoting Shakespeare that Will found as contagious as it was irritating, and the phrase that kept circling his mind was, Farewell, Othello’s occupation’s gone.

He wasn’t going to think about that now. Kim did enough thinking for two, and they couldn’t both sit around being contemplative or they’d end up as monks. And he wanted to enjoy the evening properly, since Kim had been off scouting out another old house’s library for sale down in Sussex and they hadn’t seen each other for a few days. So Will had a quick wash, put on a clean shirt, failed to do something about his hair, and headed out to catch the tram to Holborn. 

Kim lived in a swanky set of mansion flats, and had given Will a key to the back stairs, rather than have the porters know all their comings and goings. It was probably fair: he was a tradesman, he might as well use the tradesman’s entrance. As it were, he thought to himself with a grin, and let himself in and up to Kim’s kitchen, where a bald man in a sombre black suit and a white apron was at the stove. 

“Good evening, Mr. Darling,” he intoned.

“Evening, Mr. Peacock,” Will said cheerfully, because Peacock’s gloom always gave him the wild urge to embark on a song and dance routine. “How are you?”

“Tolerable, thank you. Lord Arthur is in the sitting-room.”

Which was to say Sod off, I’m busy. Will took himself into the main room, where Kim was at the cocktail things.

“Starting early?”

Kim turned, a smile lighting his dark eyes. “Hello there. How did it go with Deansbrook?”

“Coughed up in full. Got a tenner over the number you put on it. He wasn’t very pleased.”

“Excellent. Aveston will be delighted. He needs the money.”

So did Will, and he was on a percentage. He gave Kim a highly coloured account of negotiations as they sipped sidecars, and Kim capped that with some comic stories of his scouting efforts in Sussex, which rather underplayed that he’d made some excellent finds.

“And I got something else, by the way,” he added, as Will admired his loot. “A bit...let’s say, out of the ordinary. Not for sale.”

“What is it?”

“Poetry. In the vein of the Decadents, though it goes a bit far even for them, and by that I mean half of it is raving mad. Well, the title is White Stains, implying exactly what you might think.”

That didn’t sound like Kim’s usual reading matter. “Why’d you pick that up?”

“Because amid the filth, there is some quite exquisite beauty. Listen to this.” He opened a slim volume. 

“‘Lie close; no pity, but a little love.

Kiss me but once and all my pain is paid. 

Hurt me or soothe, stretch out one limb above

Like a strong man who would constrain a maid.

Touch me; I shudder and my lips turn back

Over my shoulder if so be that thus

My mouth may find thy mouth—’”

Will took the book off him and read the lines again, and then the next verse, which sent his eyebrows up sharply. “This is by a bloke, right? To a bloke? While they’re at it?”

“Exactly so.”

He read it again, slower, to take the words in. “Blimey. Private printing?”

“A hundred copies, in Amsterdam. Most of them were seized and destroyed by Customs recently. Try this.” Kim found the page. 

“‘To feel him clamber on me, laid 

Prone on the couch of lust and shame, 

To feel him force me like a maid 

And his great sword within me flame—’”

“Blimey.”

“The refrain is ‘A strong man’s love is my delight’,” Kim said. “As one who shares that point of view, I can safely say he knows what he’s talking about.”

Will’s experience of poems about buggery was limited to limericks in the trenches and on lavatory walls. He’d never seen anything about two blokes together written with artistic aspirations, and he wasn’t sure how to think about this level of—he searched his mind for a word, and came up with respect. “Let’s have another look?”

“Be warned, that was the high point. It’s mostly appalling.” 

Will flipped through the book, came across a poem called ‘With Dog and Dame, an October Idyll’, read two stanzas, and said, “What the bloody hell is this?”

“Is that the dog one or the corpse one?”

“The what?”

Kim grinned. “The author has a truly childish urge to shock. Hardly surprising when one considers who he is.”

He was obviously waiting to be asked. “Go on, amaze me.”

“Aleister Crowley.”

Will dropped the book as though it were on fire. “You’re joking. That lunatic Satanist traitor?”

“He’s without doubt religiously eccentric, or eccentrically religious, but I have it on good authority he was a double agent. One of ours, I mean.” Kim picked it up again and flipped through the pages. “And while this is in large part a pit of filth, it does contain these occasional diamonds. A couple of them are very close to things I might say myself, if I could write love poems—physical, emotional, spiritual.” He gave Will a tiny smile. “So I wanted you to read them.”

Will took the book from him. “I’ll do that. Thanks.”

“Not the dog one, though.”

“No, best not.” He leaned forward, cupping the back of Kim’s head. “What was that line you liked again?”

“‘A strong man’s love is my delight.’” Kim’s eyes smiled into his. “Would you care to delight me before dinner, at all?”

“Christ, yes.”
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WILL’S EXPERIENCE WITH men had been pretty limited before Kim. They knew each other deeply now, had learned the rhythms of mutual desire over the months together, and he could confidently say that familiarity didn’t breed contempt. 

He loved knowing Kim’s body, being able to choose the words and the acts that would transfigure his narrow face into beauty and make his dark eyes black with anguished pleasure. This time Will had him on his hands and knees, for the pleasure of seeing him twist and writhe, arching back towards him. Touch me; I shudder and my lips turn back Over my shoulder...

He bit that shoulder as Kim came, wanting to mark the pale skin, finished in a few forceful thrusts that wrung out a last spasm of pleasure from his lover, and collapsed over his back with a grunt. 

“Missed me?” Kim enquired breathlessly.

“On and off.” Will kissed the place he’d bitten. “You’ve been all right?”

“Extremely so. I will tell you at dinner. On which—”

Will glanced at the clock and heaved himself off. Peacock seemed to accept his employer’s goings-on as a matter of course, but his work had to be respected, which meant not messing around when food was ready. “Better get dressed.” 

They were restored to decency by the time Peacock announced that dinner was served, in tones more appropriate to a State funeral. Kim filled two wine glasses with a good French red. They clinked. 

“Cheers,” Kim said. “To book sales and hidden treasures. And absent friends.”

There was something in his voice that made Will’s ears prick up. “What’s that?”

The smile on Kim’s face was like the sun breaking through after rain. “I’ve been waiting to tell you. I had a letter from Phoebe.”

Will put down his glass. “You did?”

Kim’s former fiancée was in Paris, working with aspiring couturier Marguerite Zie, also known as Will’s best friend Maisie Jones. Kim had written to her several times but Phoebe had not replied before. She’d lost her father, Lord Waring, just as she’d learned he was the head of Zodiac, the criminal organisation Kim and Will had been up against. Devastating stuff, played out in a pretty brutal way, and while that hadn’t been Kim’s fault as such, he’d handled the whole business about as badly as possible. Will couldn’t blame her for wanting space after that, but Kim loved her dearly and her absence was another of his unhealed wounds. A letter from Phoebe mattered.

“I did,” Kim said, turning the glass in his fingers. “Not a long one, but she’s a surprisingly poor epistolary correspondent, considering. She says that she’s well, that they’re both having a high old time. Detailed a few successes. Apparently Teddy Molyneux has asked after you. Should I be jealous?”

“Course you should. I might sod off to Paris any minute.”

“She said that she was looking forward to seeing me when they next come to visit. And she signed off with love.”

Will got up from his chair, walked round behind Kim, and put his hands on his shoulders, gripping them. “I told you. See? I told you she just needed time.”

Kim put his hand on top of Will’s, spreading his slim fingers over the hardened knuckles. “You can’t expect me to take your word for things when I could work myself into a frenzy about them instead. Where would that get us?”

“You might do something sensible.” Will squeezed his shoulders. “I’m bloody glad.”

“So am I. I knew you were right, in theory, but—”

“I was right.”

Kim tipped his head back and reached up to pull Will’s face down to his, which meant Will kissed him upside down, noses bumping chins, laughing against his mouth and feeling him smile. He slid his hands down under Kim’s jacket, over his chest and sides, feeling a stir of arousal that was ridiculous considering what they’d just been up to. “If we abandon dinner, do we get in trouble?”

“We’d be disapproved of.” Kim bit lightly at his lip. “And Peacock’s disapproval is a terrifying thing. I believe he dealt with a German machine-gun nest by disapproving of it.”

Will sighed. “Better not risk it.” He let Kim go with a swift final kiss and returned to his chair, and his excellent rabbit pie. “So the girls are visiting? When? Maisie didn’t say anything about that when she last wrote.”

“It may not be a plan as such. Phoebe is more of a ‘sudden appearance out of nowhere’ person. I suspect she may need to attend to the business of her title.” 

“Oh, yes, that. Are they going to do it?”

Kim took a forkful of pie. “I think so. Lord Waring had got some way into the process of amending the letters patent for his own inscrutable reasons, which helps. And—do try to restrain your mockery for what I’m about to say—it’s only a viscountcy.”

“Only,” Will said. “Course. A viscount’s not much more than a barrow-boy, really. I don’t suppose you marquesses give their sort the time of day.”

Kim sighed heavily. “The point is, peerages that pass down the female line are baronies, viscountcies, a very few of the older earldoms. If Waring had been a duke, she’d have no chance. As it is, the Committee of Privileges will probably oblige.”

“And she’ll be Viscountess Waring.”

“Lady Waring, yes.”

“I should hope so. After all the hobnobbing I’ve been doing with you and Aveston, I don’t reckon I can keep mixing with commoners much longer.” 

“You were born for the high life.”

“They ought to do it, though,” Will said. “I mean, why not? She was Waring’s daughter, it’s only fair she should inherit his title.”

“Hereditary peerage is unfair by definition,” Kim pointed out. “That’s what selection by accident of birth is. Look at my brother Chingford, whose very existence makes the word ‘aristocracy’ a contradiction in terms.”

Will sighed. “We didn’t all go to Eton.”

“Aristocracy means ‘rule of the best’, and I can’t think of any company in which Chingford would be counted as best, including the average gaol. Yet the hereditary principle demands we grant power, authority, and vast swathes of land to a man who couldn’t run a whelk stall if you gave him a copy of How To Run A Whelk Stall with corners turned down to mark the good bits.”

Will spluttered wine. Kim grinned. “Don’t tell me you disagree. I know how you feel.”

“Guillotines all round. But since the whole thing is a load of bollocks, why shouldn’t Phoebe get her unfair share?”

“Good Lord, Will, are you suggesting the House of Lords should treat women as equal beings? What next, painting the place green, white, and purple? Oh, for God’s sake.”

That last remark was at the sudden, jarring sound of the telephone ringing. Kim looked disgusted. “Interrupted in my own home, at my own table, and during the dinner hour. What sort of unregenerate villain calls at dinner-time?”

“Just answer it.”

“Certainly not. We’re eating.”

“I don’t know why you have a ’phone when you hate answering it so much.”

“Nor do I. Peacock will doubtless pick it up, he has an extension. What were we talking about?”

The ringing stopped, whether because the caller had given up or because Peacock had got to the other telephone set. Will helped himself to more rabbit pie, and had about a minute to enjoy it before there was a discreet knock and Peacock gloomed into the room. 

“I beg your pardon, Lord Arthur,” he said. “There is a telephone call.”

“So I heard. Ought I care?” 

“Mr. Mitra is on the line, my lord. He says it is exceedingly important.”

“Since when was I at Harry Mitra’s beck and—yes, all right, I’ll take it, you can both stop glaring at me.”

Peacock departed as Kim crossed the room and picked up the receiver. “Harry? Kim. What possible drama—” He cut off abruptly. “Say that again? ... You’re sure? Jesus wept. All right, I’m on my way. No, wait. I’ll want to bring someone with me. Not a member. Yes, I realise that, but I need him. Let’s say an expert on violence.” He shot a questioning glance at Will, who shrugged and nodded. “Thank you, Harry. I’ll be there as quick as I can.”

He put the phone down. Will said, “What’s going on?”

“We were talking about my brother Chingford, weren’t we? Speak of the devil.”

“What about him?”

Kim pushed a hand through his hair. “Harry was calling from the Symposium Club. It seems Chingford’s murdered one of the members.”
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Chapter Two
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Will had heard of the Symposium, one of London’s great gentlemen’s clubs, and even had a vague idea of what the outside looked like. He’d never been inside, because people like him were not welcome to set foot in those hallowed precincts, and in this case ‘people like him’ meant about ninety-nine per cent of the population. 

The June evening was still light, but Kim’s face in the taxi-cab was shadowed and drawn. 

“The chap who rang,” Will said, to break the silence. “Mitra? Do I know the name?”

“Harry took over Phoebe’s affairs after her father’s death. He’s a solicitor in his father’s firm, a very good one. He’s also Honorary Secretary at the Symposium, which is a Committee position—a voluntary responsibility taken on by members, rather than a paid post. I imagine the actual Secretary will find himself rather busy with a murder on the premises.” 

“Is it certain?”

“It’s certainly a murder. Whether it was certainly Chingford is the question, I suppose, but Harry said it looks bad.”

Kim did not add, It must be a mistake, or Chingford couldn’t possibly have. Will had no siblings himself, but he was pretty sure you were meant to take their side in this sort of thing. “And what is it Mitra thinks you’ll do?” 

“I suspect he’s hoping I can make it go away.”

“Does he know you were with the Private Bureau?”

“Mmm. It seems he doesn’t know that I was dismissed.”

“And you didn’t tell him.”

Kim didn’t trouble to respond. The taxi turned onto Pall Mall and pulled up by a building that looked more like the British Museum than anything else: huge, neoclassical, with columns and statues and a firmly closed doorway. Kim paid the driver and they hurried up the stairs. 

The door opened, and they were greeted by an elderly, liveried man of some girth. 

“Good evening, Lord Arthur,” he said, not moving out of the way. “Have you an appointment in the Strangers’ Room?”

“For God’s sake, Palgrave,” snapped a voice behind him. “Just let him in.”

The man moved back. Kim entered; Will followed at his heels, and found himself in magnificence. 

The entrance hall was a gigantic, double-height space. It had a chandelier, and a glossy marble staircase that split and curved in two directions, and a glass whatsit at the top—cupola, some word like that—to let in the evening light, and oil paintings, and busts, and a red marble floor, and a lot of men in posh clothes, staring. 

The man who’d got them in was a handsome chap of Indian looks aged around thirty, with an accent as perfectly cut as his suit, and an expression that suggested he hadn’t had the best evening. “Thanks for coming, old man. This is your colleague? Good evening, I’m Harry Mitra.”

“Will Darling. Pleased to meet you.”

“Will is unofficial,” Kim said, failing to add, And so am I. “Talk me through it, would you? Have the police been called?”

“Right away. We had to: the fellow is very dead indeed. Shall I take you to Chingford?”

“Can we see the body first?”

Mitra hesitated. “I suppose that will be all right, will it?”

“I can’t do anything without information. But keep it sub rosa for now, Harry. I’ll identify myself in due course.”

Mitra made a face. “If you say so. Well, come on.”

He led the way up the sweeping staircase. Kim followed. “Who’s the victim?”

“A chap called Fairfax, Paul Fairfax. Do you know him? He joined a few years ago. Nobody in particular—used to work in finance, I think, now a gentleman of leisure. A very clubbable chap and no trouble at all, until lunchtime today when he and Chingford had a blazing row in the dining room. And when I say ‘he and Chingford’, I mean that your brother was abusing him like a costermonger while Fairfax attempted to sidle out of the room. I broke it up, sent Fairfax off to find a drink, and informed Chingford he’d be reported to the Committee.”

“How many times does that make?”

“His fourth. A Club record.”

“They don’t want to sack him because he’s the Marquess of Flitby’s heir,” Kim informed Will. “They got rid of me very happily, but I’m only a second son.”

“You resigned,” Mitra said. “Let’s not drag that up now, shall we?”

They headed along a corridor, where various well-dressed men were hanging around in gossipy groups. They all looked at Kim, wide-eyed. Mitra said, “Just a minute,” in uncompromising tones to someone who accosted him, and poked his head into a room. “Here we are. Doctor, this is Secretan, he’s official, can he have a look? Thanks awfully.” He gestured Kim and Will in without allowing time for a reply. 

It was pretty much what Will would have assumed a billiard room of a posh gentleman’s club to be. Three tables, well lit from above, lamps around the edges of the room, sporting prints, classical statuettes, silverware. The corpse slumped over one of the tables was probably not standard. 

His whole upper body was flat over the table, as though he’d been going for a tricky shot. There was a cue trapped under his torso and hands, and bright-coloured balls scattered on the green baize. His head was turned sideways, and the rounded handle of what looked like a bradawl made of silver protruded from his ear, though not very far. A thin line of watery blood had trickled from his ear, over his jaw, and down his chin to the baize, which was stained dark. 

“Charming,” Kim said thinly. “Are you the Divisional Surgeon? Sorry to bother you.”

“Not much to bother about,” said the chap who was examining the body. “It seems he was leaning over to take a shot when the killer took the ice pick from the bucket over there, and whack.”

Will glanced over to see a silver ice bucket, the kind Kim used for cocktails. They usually held a big block of ice, and a pick for breaking chunks off it. Will had hammered away at ice for Kim a few times: his pick had a blade about four inches long and you could apply an awful lot of force through its sharp point. 

“Just whack?” he asked.

Kim gave him a questioning look. The doctor said, “You were hoping for something else?”

“It’s just, he bled a fair bit, so he didn’t die at once,” Will said. “Doesn’t look like there was a struggle, but I was wondering if people heard him scream.”

The doctor glanced up, then straightened. “Not so far as I know. I believe the body was discovered by someone walking into the room to look for a game. Are you a medical man?”

“I was a soldier.” He’d been the kind that killed people without letting them scream, but he didn’t say so, and the doctor didn’t ask. Doubtless he’d met a few of Will’s sort in the past years. 

“My colleague has a great deal of experience in hand-to-hand combat and its results,” Kim said. He was leaning over the table, squinting at the corpse’s outstretched arms. “Expand on your thoughts, if you would, Will? It may be useful.”

That dumped Will right out of his depth, but Kim had met his eyes as he spoke, a single hard flick of a look that suggested he’d said it for a reason. Will looked around the room for inspiration. “Erm... All right, let’s see. I come in and there’s this chap bent over the table, head on the side and looking away from me. Ice bucket on the mantelpiece with the pick sticking out, I suppose. So I grab the pick, three steps, keeping nice and quiet because you’d have to be careful not to attract his attention, wouldn’t you? An ice pick wouldn’t be any use if it came to a fight. I sneak up—you know, I reckon I’d hold his head down, to be sure of my aim. Miss the ear hole and you’d just annoy him.”

“He’d be very annoyed, what with the new hole in his face, but I take your point,” the doctor said. “Go on.”

“Walk up behind him, hand on head, done.” Will mimicked the stabbing action. “Awkward angle, isn’t it? Maybe you’re pulling the head over to you a bit. Point goes into the brain, but that doesn’t kill him at once.” He frowned down at the corpse. “I’d expect him to cry out.”

“Perhaps he did. I’m just the medical examiner.”

“No, I meant, I’d expect that to happen, therefore I’d try not to let him,” Will said. “Not rely on the injury to take him out in silence, is what I’m getting at. I’d put a handkerchief over his mouth or something.”

“Personal experience?” 

“Not going in through the ear. That’s why I’d take precautions. Better safe than sorry.”

The doctor nodded. “I follow you. Perhaps a handkerchief, yes. Holding the side of the jaw down while you muffle the mouth.” He mimed. “Interesting. I’ll mention that and see if one has been found. Any other thoughts?”

“Only that this was either an experienced man or a very good improvisation,” Will said. “Grab the pick, whip out a handkerchief, while moving fast and quietly. You’d have to think on your feet.”

“Possibly. That said, they have picks along with ice buckets in every room, for the convenience of members who want to stab each other. If you had mayhem in mind—”

“You might have planned it out in advance,” Will finished. “Good point.”

The doctor clicked his tongue. “Why not leave loaded guns around as well, I ask you. Who did you say you were?”

Kim had been bending over the billiard table throughout the conversation, paying no attention to the observations he’d demanded, but he intervened at that. “Several inches of metal right into the brain. Would that require a strong man, Doctor?”

“You’d have to put some force behind it, and as this gentleman remarks, you’d want to hold the victim still. But it’s a sharp point and not going through bone. I’d say the real question was to have the stomach for the blow, not the strength: it’s a cold-blooded way to kill. But physically, and with the advantage of surprise, I’d think most able-bodied men could do it, and some women.”

“Good Lord, what an appalling suggestion. You won’t find women in here. Thank you, you’ve been most helpful. Come on.” Kim jerked his head at Will and they left.

Harry Mitra was waiting outside. He nodded at them as they emerged. “What do you think?”

“Someone takes billiards too seriously,” Kim said. “Why is blame being placed at Chingford’s door, other than his argument with the victim?”

“The argument doesn’t help, especially since he refuses to say what it was about. Nor does its corollary, which is that we gave him an ultimatum. He had to make a public apology to Fairfax or resign from the Club, and if he refused to do either, he would be expelled.”

Kim whistled. “I don’t suppose he was happy about that.”

“Hard cheese. Flitby’s heir or not, the Committee’s sick of him, and so is everyone else. We’ve had more complaints about him than anyone since—er—anyway, people have had quite enough.”

“Since me, I assume you were going to say,” Kim said drily. “Is that all there is against him?”

Mitra shoved a hand into his thick hair. “No. No, I’m afraid not. The thing is, the reason I got dragged into this in the first place—I was coming along here to see the Secretary perhaps an hour ago, just walking past, you understand, when Chingford strolled out of the billiard room, hailed me in his usual offensive manner, and said, ‘That swine Fairfax got what he deserved. You should deal with it.’”

Kim stopped dead and turned to stare at him. “Tell me you’re joking.”

“No. I begged his pardon. He asked if I was expletive deaf, repeated that Fairfax was dead, and sauntered off. I went into the billiard room and saw—well, that.”

“Dear God. Would you say that Fairfax was freshly dead when you went in?”

“It certainly hadn’t been long. The blood was still dripping. I’m awfully sorry, old man.” Mitra gave him a look that combined sympathy with considerable embarrassment. “I don’t quite know how one phrases condolences for this sort of thing.”

“‘Bad luck, your brother’s a murderer’,” Kim muttered. “Where is he?”

“In the silence room. He’s denying everything. You’ll need to hear him.”

They went down some stairs, past more people—all men, all wealthy-looking, almost all white—and into a room hung with Pre-Raphaelite pictures and wallpapered with huge curling, twisting flowers. William Morris, Will thought, probably the real thing. He had just time to reflect that Kim must like this room before one of the men present, a bulky red-faced fellow sitting in a chair, said, “What the hell are you doing here?”

Everyone else turned. Mitra said, “I have Lord Arthur Secretan—Lord Chingford’s brother—and his colleague, Mr. Darling. Detective Inspector Rennick.”

“We’re acquainted,” Rennick said. He was a short, shrewd-looking man who sounded North London. “Good evening, Mr. Secretan. It’s been a little while. I’m sorry to meet in these circumstances.”

“So am I, but extremely reassured you’re on the case,” Kim said. “It’s good to see you, Inspector. Hello, Knowle.”

That was to the address of a rather harried, balding man who said, “Lord Arthur? May I ask—?”

“I invited him to come,” Mitra said. “It seemed a good idea.”

“The bloody hell it does!” said the red-faced man twice as loudly as he needed to, and Will realised this must be Kim’s brother.

He looked like someone had drawn a caricature of Kim as John Bull and not been kind about it. He was significantly bulkier, with big shoulders and a square jaw where Kim was narrow, and a complexion that suggested he was about to have an apoplectic fit. 

“What’s he doing here?” Lord Chingford demanded, glaring at Kim. “Why am I here, come to that, having my time wasted? I’ve told you what I know. It’s your own damn fault if you can’t understand plain English.” He groped in his breast pocket, made an irritated noise, and swiped the back of his hand across his brow, which was damp with sweat. It was a warm night, and the number of bodies in the room wasn’t helping the temperature, but still, it didn’t look marvellous. 

“Has someone called a lawyer for him?” Kim asked.

“The gentleman has declined—”

“I am an earl, you jumped-up jackanapes, not a bloody gentleman!” 

“No indeed, sir,” Rennick agreed tonelessly. “His lordship has so far declined to send for a legal representative, Mr. Secretan, feeling that he doesn’t need one.”

“Of course I don’t. If you imbeciles listened to me, this would be cleared up in five minutes!”

“I’ll listen,” Kim said. “Could I have a private conversation with my brother please, Inspector?”

“No you damned well can’t,” Chingford said. “Why the devil would I want to speak to you?”

“It would be a good idea, Lord Chingford,” Mitra put in. “If you won’t call a lawyer—”

“You’re a lawyer, aren’t you, when you’re not snouting around your betters here?”

“I’m not your lawyer,” Mitra said, with considerable emphasis. 

“I don’t need one anyway, and I don’t want a private conversation with that.” Chingford jerked his head at Kim. “I found a body, that’s all, and I don’t see what the fuss is about. Listen.” He spoke with heavy stresses, as though to an idiot child. “I was having a nap in the reading room after dinner. Woke up, thought I’d look for a game. Went next door to the billiard room, went in, there’s a fellow lounging over the table. What ho, I said, you can’t sleep there. Bugger didn’t say a thing. Gave him a shake on the shoulder and realised there was something up.”

“You were close enough to touch before you realised there was something wrong?” Will asked incredulously. 

Chingford gave him a pop-eyed stare. “Who’s this bloody rustic? And what the devil is going on here, with strangers wandering round the Club?”

“You were in the reading room, which is next to the billiard room, and you awoke unexpectedly from your nap,” Kim said. “Might that have been because you heard a noise from next door?” 

“Mr. Secretan!” Rennick protested, even as Lord Chingford said, “What are you talking about? I don’t know why I woke up. I did, that’s all, and I went in and saw the body. Had a look, saw it was that swine Fairfax. Can’t say I’m surprised someone stabbed him. Fact, I’d like to shake the hand of the man who did it. Bloody mess, though. Damned thoughtless. Can’t treat a good table like that. Ruins the baize.”

“Terrible,” Kim said. “Getting back to the murdered man—” 

“He had a knife sticking out of his head. Or a screwdriver or some such. I gave it a tug but it was stuck.”

Kim’s lips moved soundlessly. “You gave it—?”

“A tug. Are you deaf?”

“So we’re going to find your fingerprints on the murder weapon, Lord Chingford,” Rennick said. “Thank you. That’s very enlightening.” 

Mitra massaged the bridge of his nose with a thumb and forefinger. Kim said, “Chingford, in the name of God, stop talking. Do not speak again until you have a lawyer by your side. I’ll call Stratton—”

“You stop bloody talking!” Chingford swelled like a turkey, neck reddening. “Who the hell do you think you are, waltzing in here? You were drummed out of this club for a good reason, you little toad, so get out and take your bloody stableboy with you! This is a place for gentlemen!”

Kim’s face blanked, not for the fraction of a second he usually took to hide his reactions, but for a count of three. Will had just shifted his weight forward to stop whatever he was about to do when he said, crisply, “Fine. Absolutely fine. Talk all you like. You are clearly in control of the situation and I shall withdraw at once. Thank you for a delightful evening, Harry, it’s been a pleasure.”

“Kim—”

Kim held up a hand. “Sorry. I do appreciate your efforts. Please accept my apologies, Inspector, for”—he glanced at his brother—“everything.”

Rennick nodded, one professional to another. “I’m sorry, too, Mr. Secretan.” 

Kim turned on his heel. Will followed him out. As they walked down the hall, he could hear Lord Chingford shouting.
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Chapter Three
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Kim set off at a fast pace. That suited Will; he could use the fresh air, or what passed for it in London. It was about a mile and a half to Holborn from here, and only twilight still. 

He extended his stride to catch up. “Shall we go down by the river?” 

Kim didn’t answer, but he did take the next right turn down Villiers Street, and they came onto the Embankment. It was a beautiful evening, the waters of the Thames swelling with the high tide. The scent of flowers from Embankment Gardens stole on the air, as Cleopatra’s Needle gave a severe geometrical finger to the darkness.

“So,” Will said, since someone had to begin. “Did he do it or what?”

“If he didn’t, he needs to sue himself for slander. What a fool. What a fucking fool. How am I related to such a fucking fool?”

“I was going to ask. And where did he get his manners?”

“Privilege,” Kim said succinctly. “We were talking about the deforming weight of inheritance earlier, weren’t we? If Chingford had been plain Freddie Secretan, let alone Fred Smith, he’d have had the bluster kicked out of him by now.”

“He’s going to get that kicking pretty soon.” 

“Yes, this one is beyond even my father’s powers. Or it will be when Chingford has finished tying the noose for his own neck. Dear God.”

“And he’s not going to make a good impression on a jury,” Will said, understating matters considerably. “Or will he be tried as a peer?”

“He will not. It’s a courtesy title, so he’ll face a jury of twelve ordinary people, and all the prosecution will have to do is put him on the stand and let him talk.”

“I’m sure your old man can get a good lawyer.”

“Nobody’s that good,” Kim said flatly. “He has a history—got arrested for assault a few years ago, though Father saw to it the charges were dropped. He had a recent public quarrel with Fairfax. And the order to apologise or be forced out of the Club would have sent him into a frenzy. I think he went into the billiard room, saw Fairfax in a vulnerable position, and let his temper rule his actions.”

“That’s not temper,” Will said. “Temper is when you get into a shouting match and whack the other fellow one. Picking up an ice pick, sneaking up on a man who’s concentrating on the billiard table, holding his head down—that’s not temper.”

Kim exhaled. “No. No, it’s premeditated murder, isn’t it?”

“Sorry.” Will needed to ask the question nagging at him, even if it wasn’t the most pressing right now. “Is your brother always like that?”

“To other people? Yes. Or if you mean, does he despise me and make sure the world knows it, also yes.”

“Because of what happened with your younger brother?”

“Oh, long before that. He’s loathed me since birth, I think.” Kim gave a mirthless smile. “And I’ve loathed him ever since I was old enough to hate. Many people would say we deserve each other. Jesus wept, a second homicidal Secretan within a few months: Father will go mad. So will the Press.”

Will hadn’t thought of the Press. He should have done. The fuss around Cheveley’s death had been pretty awful: he’d had reporters in his shop and his face in the papers, albeit in small blurred images that were mere afterthoughts to the far worse pieces on Kim. And that had merely been an inquest, with no official fault attached. This was a murder, so the papers would drag it all up: Kim’s Bolshevik past, his martyred younger brother, and if they got wind of Kim’s private life— 

“Hell.”

“Quite so. And that isn’t the worst of it, not by a long chalk. He killed Fairfax and he’ll hang for it, and I will be fucked. Christ!” Kim jammed his hands in his pockets with the sort of jerky movement that suggested he wanted to punch a wall, or kick furniture. Will had always considered himself the furniture-kicker of the two of them. 

“Why?” he asked. “What’s worse than the papers?”

“For God’s sake, Will. You do realise what will happen when Chingford swings?”

“No.”

“He will no longer be my father’s eldest son, that’s what.”

“So?” Will said before it dawned. “You’re the next in line. You’ll be the new Chingford?”

“I doubt that, since the title is in my father’s gift. But I will certainly be the next Marquess of Flitby in due course, and there is nothing anyone can do to stop that. The title, the entailed property, and all that comes with it. The great machine of heredity will grind on, and grind me with it.”

Will felt a whole-body wave of refusal. It was bad enough Kim being Lord Arthur Secretan: he couldn’t become a marquess. It would be impossible. He’d vanish into a world of stately homes and impossible wealth, somewhere Will couldn’t hide and would never belong. They’d never belonged together in the first place. Everything between them had been built piece by piece over a chasm, and that bridge had proved fragile enough in the past without having to bear the crushing weight of Kim’s heritage. 

They wouldn’t survive this. He’d lose him. 

“Oh shit,” he said. 

“This is a nightmare. My father hasn’t let me set foot in the house in years. I can’t recall when we last spoke. If he’s forced to accept me as his heir, he’ll never forgive me.”

“He can’t blame you for this.”

“Would you care to put money on that? I’ll get to be marquess when my older brother dies, just as I got to live when my younger brother died, and there is so very much in it for me that he’ll never believe I don’t want it. It doesn’t matter that I don’t want it, because I will have it anyway at Chingford’s expense, and that is all he or anyone else will see.”

“Hell’s teeth,” Will said. “What do we do?”

“Pray that Fairfax stabbed himself in the ear and was lying on a suicide note. Oh, that fucking fool. Would you care to flee to the South of France at all? I know we discussed it a while ago, but it seems even more appealing now.”

“Sounds good. In the meantime, shall we get incredibly drunk?”

“Let’s.”

They went back to Gerrard Mansions, where the telephone was ringing as they came in. Kim walked over, and jerked out the wire from the wall. Will didn’t comment. 

Their abandoned dinner had been cleared away but Peacock had left a plate of sandwiches and a bottle of wine with two glasses. Kim filled both, and knocked back half of his in a gulp. Will ate the sandwiches while Kim worked his way to the bottom of the next glass, and then he got up and pulled Kim from his chair and kissed him, tasting red wine on his lips and tongue, until Kim’s rigid tension abruptly relaxed and he wrapped his lean limbs round Will’s sturdier frame. 

Will tugged him through to the bedroom. Kim didn’t talk, which wasn’t usual, but sometimes there was nothing to say. Will took that cue and put his mouth to better use, licking and sucking Kim to hardness. He’d intended to bring him off that way, but Kim caught his hair and tugged, bringing him back up so they could kiss, and they ended up as they often did, Will fucking between Kim’s lean thighs, feeling the friction of Kim’s cock against his belly, bodies close enough to leave no room for thought. He didn’t shift off once they’d both done, just heaved his weight a bit sideways to make sure Kim could breathe, and they lay there in silence, heads together, arms and legs tangled, not letting go. 
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WILL WAS FIRST AWAKE the next morning. Kim was still fast asleep, which generally meant he’d had a bad night, so Will eased himself out of bed very carefully indeed, and helped himself to a dressing gown. He padded out through the flat barefoot, intent on tea, walked into the kitchen, and realised too late that Peacock was sitting at the kitchen table. 

“Good morning, Mr. Darling,” Peacock said, unruffled as ever. “I hope you slept well.”

“Morning, Mr. Peacock.” Will had bumped into the manservant a couple of times in the early hours, but he’d always been fully dressed before. He felt exceedingly conscious of his bare legs. “Uh—”

“Would you care for tea?”

“Not to put you to any trouble.”

“Not at all. Is Lord Arthur awake?”

Will shook his head. Peacock lit the gas under the kettle. “I ask because there are several telegrams and a number of telephone messages, and the early newspapers are out.”

“Ugh. What are they saying?” 

“No arrests so far but the mood is strongly against Lord Chingford.”

“Anything about Lord Arthur?”

“Not yet.”

Will considered his position. He was the master’s guest, but the kitchen was Peacock’s domain. He compromised by leaning against the doorframe, neither out nor in. “What do you reckon to all this, Mr. Peacock?”

Peacock gave him an assessing look, then went to spoon tea into the pot with a lavish hand. “Lord Chingford is a very difficult gentleman by all accounts. Exceedingly plain-spoken, not to say rude, and with a high opinion of himself. Not popular.”

“Nor’s Lord Arthur.”

“Lord Arthur is often the object of censure,” Peacock granted. “But his manners and his intelligence are beyond dispute.”

“How long have you been with him?” Will asked curiously.

“Five years. I believe his previous gentleman’s gentleman took exception to his political views.”

“Don’t we all. Or do you not?”

“Not my affair.” The kettle whistled; Peacock filled the teapot. “Service to Lord Arthur suits me very well. I mind my own business and he minds his.”

That was clear enough. Will nodded assent. Peacock placed the teapot precisely on the table, then brought out two mugs, and put them both down. It was an invitation, so Will pulled out a chair and sat. 

There was a Sporting Life on the table, folded to the greyhound racing. “You follow the dogs?”

“I have the occasional flutter,” Peacock admitted.

They talked about that, and about the respective fortunes of Northampton Town and Crystal Palace, whose ascent to the Second Division a couple of years back was a source of some smugness to Peacock. Sport did very nicely to fill the air while they took one another’s measure, and by the time they were on the second mug, Will felt he had an ally here. 

So did Peacock, it seemed, because he leaned back in his chair and said, “Will Lord Arthur be looking into the case?”

“I don’t know if there’s much to look into. It seemed pretty open and shut.”

Peacock nodded slowly. “That’ll have repercussions. Re-per-cussions. Very unfortunate.”

“Some people might think it would be good for Lord Arthur,” Will said. “Promotion to the First Division, as you might say.”

“Some people don’t know any better. It’s no good for him, no good for me, and I shouldn’t think any good for you, Mr. Darling.”

That was frank. “Right,” Will said. “And what are we to do about it?”

They exchanged a long look, then Peacock’s head turned. “That’s Lord Arthur up. If you’ll excuse me?”

Will took his mug and cleared out. Kim came into the sitting room a couple of moments later, resplendent in his purple dressing gown, rubbing his face. “Good morning. I feared you’d left.”

Will jerked a thumb at the kitchen. “You’ve telegrams, apparently.”

“I’d be amazed if I didn’t.”

Peacock entered a few minutes later with a teapot and fine china on a tray—proper teacups on saucers now the master was up, and a sugar basin, which he always brought out even though neither of them took sugar—plus a stack of newspapers topped with a pile of buff envelopes. “Shall I prepare breakfast, Lord Arthur?” he enquired.

“A heaping bowl of arsenic would be very welcome.” 

“And would you wish me to reconnect the telephone?”

“God, no.”

“Certainly, my lord,” Peacock said with profound disapproval, and left them to it. 

Will poured Kim’s cup of tea before the brew could taste of anything, just how he liked it, while Kim took the heap of telegrams. “Christmas come early. One doesn’t know which delightful gift to open first. Let’s see. Journalist. Journalist. Harry Mitra would like me to answer my telephone. My father’s lawyer wishes me to contact him at my earliest convenience. Journalist. God.”

“God?”

“An oath, not a correspondent.”

“I was wondering. You all right?”

“Not really, no. I suppose I should speak to Stratton, that’s the lawyer, and I dare say I owe Harry a call, but the rest... Ugh. The South of France is sounding better and better. Or South America? South of anywhere except England. I’m open to ideas.”

“You could just plug the damn ’phone in and deal with it all.”

“You deal with it, if you’re so keen,” Kim said. “Actually, do you want a job? Private secretary, duties entail telling people to sod off for me. Excellent salary.” 

“No, but I’ve got one going for a book scout and dealer. Small obscure shop somewhere nobody’s going to look for you. As long as you like.”

Kim met his eyes for a second, then propped an elbow on the table and his head in his hand. “I’d take you up on that except I’d bring the combined forces of my father and the Press down on you. Christ, I’m sorry about this.”

“It’s not your fault in the slightest,” Will said strongly, then was forced to add, “Just goes to show, there’s a first time for everything.”

“Never change, Will. As if you would. Ugh. I need to call Stratton. And Harry, and Rennick. And Thompson of course.”

“Who’s Thompson?”

“The fellow who has all those books on approval. He needs to make a decision today, and that’s a twenty-guinea order. He can’t sit on twenty guineas forever.”

Twenty guineas was pocket change to Kim and they both knew it, but he always treated bookshop money with the value it had to Will, not to himself. That had sat a bit oddly at first since it was—not a lie, Kim had promised not to lie to him any more, but a pretence, because money didn’t have the same meaning to them. It might have felt patronising, and Will was sensitive to patronage. And it was a reminder that the first few times Kim had come to the bookshop, he’d done the exact opposite: ignored Will’s values, imposed his own, done things his way. 

But Kim was trying to change, and that mattered. 

So many things mattered about Kim. The way his deep brown eyes lit when he smiled, the intense concentration he brought to work or to bed. How he had made undrinkably weak tea for Will just once, watched him make his own with catlike attention, and got it spoon-dissolvingly perfect ever since. There were so many tiny wisping moments of trust and truth and vulnerability that had slowly become something real and solid between them, and Will didn’t want it to slip through his fingers. Not again. 

He didn’t say any of that. He said they could give Mr. Thompson a couple more days’ leeway, and Kim said if you gave a book-collector an inch he’d take a mile, and they argued about it for long enough to eat the platter of sausages, toast, and mushrooms that Peacock brought in. 

It was a fragile bubble of normal life that they both knew couldn’t outlast breakfast. Kim finished his tea-coloured water, and pushed his plate away. “I suppose I’d better get on and make those calls. Good God, it’s past nine. Do you need to get to the shop?”

“It does the customers good to wait. I’ll stay as long as you want me.”

“Oh, don’t say that,” Kim said. “Don’t promise me that unless you mean it.”

Will blinked. Kim gave him a twitch of a smile. “Sorry. I spent too much of last night thinking rather than sleeping.”

“You want to tell me what you were thinking about?” Will asked cautiously. 

“Nothing good. I don’t want this to happen, Will. I’m avoiding plugging in the telephone because I am dreading the news that the stupid oaf has been arrested and then the downward slide begins. How long does it take from arrest to the noose these days?”

“Is this,” Will began and then rephrased the question into, “How bad is this going to be?”

“For—?”

“You. Us. Him indoors.” He jerked a thumb. Kim gave him a questioning look. “Mr. Peacock seemed a bit worried about what this might mean for him.”

“As well he might.” 

“Why? Are you going to sack him and get a posher valet? Someone more suitable for his lordship the marquess?”

It came out a touch more belligerently than he intended. Kim didn’t point that out. Instead, he got up, checked the kitchen was empty, and returned to the table. “Between us, Peacock did two years for embezzlement.”

Will had to have misheard. “Say again?”

“Embezzlement. He took a significant amount of money off Lord Carnforth, for whom he was butler, and went to Pentonville accordingly. They released him to the war and he did sterling work in France, but he couldn’t get a new place afterwards. So I made him an offer.”

That seemed perverse even by Kim standards. “Why?”

“Because he couldn’t get work. I needed someone who’d keep his mouth shut about my personal and professional life.” 

“Are you joking? If he was ready to turn over the last bloke he worked for—”

“His wife’s an invalid, with a wasting disease,” Kim said. “That was what he stole the money for. Carnforth worked him all hours, she was worsening, and he needed to ensure she was cared for. I pay him extremely well and give him whatever time off he requires, and I got them a small flat downstairs so he’s always close to her when he’s needed. He would be a fool to throw this place away. I don’t think he’s a fool.”

“No.” Will tried to picture the dour Mr. Peacock consumed by love to the point of crime. His imagination balked. “I suppose you know what you’re doing.” 

“Of course I do. Actually, he was overjoyed when you turned up, for a very Peacockian definition of joy: it let him demonstrate his exemplary discretion at last. You must have noticed you barely set eyes on him for months.”

“I thought that was just—I don’t know. Good timing?”

“His good timing, executed with the precision of a surgeon. You might have gone on thinking this flat was staffed by friendly elves forever if I hadn’t put my foot down.”

“He was pretty invisible,” Will admitted.

“I expect he needed to get it out of his system. He was poised to ignore me bringing men home on a nightly basis, and was quite annoyed I didn’t.”

“Didn’t you?”

“Certainly not. That’s what discreet hotels are for.”

“Come off it. You brought me here quick enough.”

“But you were always different,” Kim said simply, as though the words wouldn’t punch into Will’s gut and leave him breathless. “Anyway, that’s Peacock, and don’t even think about letting on that you know. We do not discuss it. But if some enterprising newspaperman identifies him and runs ‘Criminal Household of Noble Killer’ or what-have-you, dredging it up—”

“Hell.”

“I don’t know how to avert that. I don’t know how to avert trouble from you either, and don’t tell me you can look after yourself. I know you can, but this is not your world.”

“What sort of trouble are you expecting?”

“All of it. The Press, my father. The future, unless you’re planning to tell me it won’t affect you in the slightest that I might become a marquess, and that we’ll be able to carry on as we like without any suspicion or inconvenience. But you aren’t usually a liar.”

“That makes one of us,” Will said automatically. He didn’t want to face up to everything Kim had listed, not yet. Not ever, really, but if he had to, he needed thinking time first. “Talking of liars, are you going to tell me why you wanted me to distract the doctor last night?”

“Eh? Oh, that, yes. Fairfax had a tattoo on the underside of his wrist.”

Will had been leaning back in his chair as they talked. Now he jolted forward so hard that tea sloshed out of his cup. “What?”

Wrist tattoos were the mark of Zodiac, the criminal organisation with whom they’d had two very unpleasant run-ins. Their leader Lord Waring had branded his lesser accomplices to guarantee their loyalty. Will took a deep breath to question why Kim hadn’t told him this earlier, but he was already holding up a restraining hand.

“Hear me out. He wore a wristwatch with a wide strap, which I couldn’t undo without attracting the doctor’s attention, but I could see the edges of the tattoo around it, and it was rather larger than the usual Zodiac size. Almost certainly irrelevant, hence I didn’t think to mention it.”

“Fair enough,” Will said, settling down. “Anyway, surely the Private Bureau has arrested all the Zodiac bastards by now.”

“I would hope so. Probably they have and this is something else; the most unlikely people seem to acquire tattoos these days. All the same, I’ll ask Rennick if I can have a proper squint at the corpse, just to be sure.” He exhaled. “I should make those calls now.”

“Do you want me to stay?”

Kim shook his head. “You’ve a shop to run. Thank you, though. I’ll drop over later if I may.”

“I’ll have the kettle waiting. If you need me, I answer my telephone.”
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The day felt odd, possibly because Will was more used to experiencing trouble than to watching it happen to other people. He got on with work, for lack of any better ideas. He went out at lunchtime to buy the special editions, and found very little he hadn’t already known. Mainly he gathered that someone in the club was taking money from a journalist, because the report in the Daily Telegraph was pretty detailed. There was a brief interview with Eric Knowle, the Secretary, who flannelled politely, and two quotes from anonymous club members about the murdered man’s stand-up row with Lord Chingford, who was famous for his bad temper and physically strong. It probably wasn’t libellous, but you’d have to be fairly thick to miss the implication. 

The Daily Mail had a useful spread on the Symposium Club for the delectation of its readers, none of whom would ever see its insides for themselves. It was a gentleman’s club founded in Regency times, with a famous chef presiding over the dining room, offering lavish luxuries and a home from home to the select few. There was a brief list of a few famous members, which included Chingford in a very non-committal way, and finished with Kim. 

Lord Arthur Secretan, the younger brother of Lord Chingford, is said to have been expelled from the Symposium in 1917 for his extreme political views and refusal to fight. The Symposium would not confirm or deny this. Lord Arthur recently became notorious for the killing of man-about-town Johnnie Cheveley in shocking events at Lord Waring’s ancestral home. No blame was attached to Lord Arthur by the Coroner’s jury.

“They commended him, you shits,” Will growled at the paper. 

Of course the jackals had dragged that up. They couldn’t yet say Chingford was a murderer but by God they could prepare the ground, and when he was arrested... Will didn’t even want to imagine the editors salivating over the Secretan family dirt. 

“Bastards,” he said a bit too loudly, causing an affronted customer to scuttle from the shop. 

The telephone rang about three o’clock. He snatched it up. “Darling’s Used and Antiquarian, who is it?”

“Me.”

Will felt a slight sag of relief in his shoulders that made him realise how much he’d feared Kim not calling, not communicating, not coming back. “Are you all right?”

“I’ve had better days. Would you come to the Symposium with me?”

“Yes. What? When? Why?”

“Good God, Will, it’s not a grammar lesson. What: you, me, the Symposium to ask some questions. When: now. Why: because I want my questions answered, and because I could use your presence. I’ve had as much hostility as I want to experience for one day.”

He sounded a bit ragged. “Of course I’ll come,” Will said. “They’ll let us in, right?”

“For now. Look smart, if you would, and I’ll see you there in half an hour.”
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WILL TURNED UP A FEW minutes early, shaved and respectable. He didn’t even try knocking but lurked across the street, very aware that Pall Mall was not a good place to lurk. It was a great deal too clean and classical for that.

Kim arrived before anyone had started giving Will funny looks. He was perfectly dressed down to the arrangement of the lilac handkerchief in his breast pocket, but he was extremely weary around the eyes. 

“Hello,” Will said. “Do you need a drink?”

“Yes. Not yet, though.”

“Anything I need to know before we go in?”

“I went to see the body. The tattoo was rather amateurish: a mermaid frolicking in the waves, done with somewhat heavy lines. A peculiar thing for a banker to have on his wrist, since he was never a seafaring man so far as I can learn. I spent twenty minutes with a magnifying glass and I couldn’t decide if it’s a cover-up of a different tattoo, or simply a clumsily done bit of work. So that was tiresomely inconclusive. Chingford’s fingerprints have indeed been found on the ice pick. Oh, and Rennick asked to see his handkerchief after we left, and was informed he’d dropped it somewhere.”

“Oh God.”

“Quite. They haven’t found it, or any other bloodstained linen, so it’s not conclusive but it doesn’t look wonderful. On the positive side, Rennick told me a few useful things, including that one of the Club members reported a suspicious encounter with Fairfax. We’re going to speak to him today if we can.” He checked his watch. “Come on. Harry should be coming to get us any moment.”

He crossed the road, Will at his heels, and stopped at the base of the grand stairs. 

“We’re not just ringing the bell because...?” Will enquired.

“I need Harry’s authority to get in. They don’t let strangers wander around, and I’m persona non grata.”

“You were expelled, right?”

Kim gave him a sour look. “I see you’ve been reading the Daily Mail. I was not expelled. After my tribunal, numerous members informed the Committee that they would prefer my room to my company and started a petition to have me kicked out, so I resigned. I didn’t feel up to another round of public humiliation at that point.”

“Resigned, not expelled. Does that make a difference?”

“Oh, yes. I really can’t overstate the impact of expulsion: they might as well take out an advertisement in the newspapers to state that you are not fit company for gentlemen. When a man is forced out of a club, formally or otherwise, the news is all over Clubland in hours. Careers can be ruined. That’s why it’s significant that Chingford was being threatened with removal if he didn’t apologise to Fairfax. Intolerable humiliation either way.”

Kim was speaking in that clipped don’t-care tone he used when things hurt. Will glowered at the magnificence in front of them with a vague urge to kick things. “What’s so good about this place anyway?”

“You know the saying, an Englishman’s home is his castle? Well, the Symposium is a home and a castle. There’s a well-stocked library, a reading room, and a writing room. Card rooms and the billiard room for play, plenty of spaces for casual conversation, reading the papers, and so on, even a silence room where speech is strictly forbidden. A dining room with an excellent chef, drinks for the asking. Two floors of bedrooms so you never have to leave. Everyone from waiters to porters to doormen knows your face and your name. Nobody enters but members and approved guests. You saw for yourself how jealously the entrance is guarded, and members are Not At Home unless they specifically state otherwise. It’s designed to be the most pleasant, welcoming, comfortable place in one’s life, full of good company, where no importunate wife or bothersome business associate can trouble you.”

Will mentally replaced the membership’s idea of ‘good company’ with his own, leaving the rest of it in place, and felt a solid spike of envy. “That sounds pretty good,” he admitted. “Is your other club like that?”

“The Junior Antinous? No, that’s just gin and queers. Oh, finally.”

Harry Mitra, looking decidedly furtive, had stuck his head out of the door. “Kim? There you are. Come on. Mr. Darling,” he added with a nod to Will.

“I feel like contraband,” Kim murmured as they slipped in.

“That’s because you are,” Mitra said. “Just try to keep a low profile, will you? What do you need?”

“Knowle first, please. Then I want to find George Yoxall”—Will pricked up his ears—“and I’d also like to wander around a little and ask questions.”

“Knowle might have views on that,” Mitra said as they crossed the hall and headed up the stairs. “He’s got enough on his plate without complaints about strangers. What’s Yoxall got to do with the price of fish?”

“He had an issue with Fairfax. I’d like to ask him about it.”

“Did he? Well, I’ll see if he’s around, but I can’t promise anything.”

“I appreciate the effort. Thank you, Harry.”

Mitra gave him a rueful smile. “Sorry I can’t do more. Any light on the horizon?”

“Only that cast by everything on fire.”

“Sounds about right. This way.”

“Remind me who we’re going to see now,” Will said, as Mitra led the way into a corridor which he recognised as the one with the billiard room. 

“The Secretary,” Kim said. “He’s the fulcrum, as it were, connecting the Club as a collection of gentlemen to the Club as a profitable commercial enterprise. He has to know everything that’s going on, reconcile grating personalities, whether of members or important staff, smooth over tensions, and preserve the Club’s reputation.”

“Sounds like a big job.”

“It is. A good club secretary might end up as confidential secretary to a millionaire, or managing the Savoy, or goodness knows what.”

“Knowle is excellent,” Mitra said. “We don’t want to lose him, so don’t give him ideas. Round here.” He led the way into another corridor off at an angle, knocked sharply on the door, and waited for a cry of “Enter!”

The harried man from the other night was sitting at a desk with two stacked in-trays and an account book in front of him. He was perhaps early forties, medium build, his hair receding significantly, and he looked at Kim with a startled confusion that rapidly turned to annoyance. “Lord Arthur,” he said without notable enthusiasm. “May I ask what you are doing here? Because the exceptional circumstances of last night—”

“Haven’t changed,” Kim said. “My brother stands in danger of his life, and I’d like to ask some questions.”

“I’d appreciate your assistance, Knowle,” Mitra added. “Given those exceptional circumstances.”

Knowle frowned. “If you’d care to put your request in writing, I’m sure I can help.”

“I could do that,” Kim said. “Unfortunately, while I wait for your response, my father will be raising hell up and down the halls of power, claiming that Chingford is being made a scapegoat by the Club Committee and demanding a full investigation.”

Knowle’s jaw dropped. “He’s not saying that, is he?”

“Not yet.” 

“The investigation is out of our hands,” the Secretary protested. “We’re cooperating with the police to the best of our ability.”

“Feel free to tell my father that: I believe he’s coming up from East Anglia today. Or if you prefer, I could keep him informed of the practical assistance you’ve afforded me.”

Knowle gave him a profoundly unimpressed look. “Do you think you can make him accept your brother’s guilt?”

“Chingford’s guilt is a matter for the jury to decide,” Kim said. “My father needs to hear that the Symposium hasn’t closed ranks against an unpopular man for its own benefit. I’m sure you’d rather he didn’t go around London making that claim.”

“The Committee would certainly prefer he didn’t,” Mitra added. “So if you could spare five minutes now...”

Knowle clearly knew when he was beaten. “Let me just say explicitly, gentlemen, that there is no plot against Lord Chingford, and I find it highly offensive that anyone should imply as much. The police’s interest is entirely due to his own actions and behaviour, and Lord Flitby would do best to await the outcome of the official investigation. As the Committee wishes it, Lord Arthur, I will answer your questions now, but we absolutely cannot have amateur sleuths—and non-members at that—running around the Club while this business is resolved. I hope you understand.”

“Perfectly. Thank you.”

Knowle relaxed slightly. “Fine. Please, sit down.”

Mitra nodded thanks and bowed out. Kim took a chair. There was only one, so Will leaned against the wall. “Thank you, Knowle. Can you tell me about yesterday?”

Knowle picked up a pen and twiddled it. “As you know, Lord Chingford had a very public row with, or at, Mr. Fairfax yesterday. Foul language, high volume, and in the dining room. Several people complained. Most of the membership, and indeed the Committee, have had as much of your brother as they can stand.”

“I know the feeling,” Kim said. “What specifically did Chingford say to Fairfax?”

“He called him a dirty dog and a villain and a double-crossing cheat and so on, liberally peppered with expletives. I asked him what the issue was, and he refused to explain. If he’d offered an actual grievance, we could have taken it into account, but he insisted, repeatedly and with language, that it was none of my business. Given the lack of justification, the Committee agreed that Lord Chingford should make a public unreserved apology to Mr. Fairfax or cease to be a member.” He scrunched up his face. “I told him that decision late yesterday afternoon. I can’t say it was a pleasant conversation. He made a number of highly personal remarks to me, and various unfounded allegations about other members and staff.”

“What allegations?”

“I’d prefer not to repeat them. Lord Chingford frequently makes assertions with no factual basis.” That was as smooth a way of calling someone a howling liar as Will had heard. “Such-and-such cheated at cards, so-and-so stole from members’ pockets, someone else was having his way with the housemaids, others were up to unmentionable vice in the facilities. That sort of thing. I asked him if he could substantiate any of it, and of course he could not. I said if he wouldn’t explain his grudge against Mr. Fairfax, I couldn’t take it seriously.”

“Did you consider he might have had reasons he couldn’t disclose?” 

Knowle tapped his fingertips together. “I assured Lord Chingford of my absolute discretion. You know the Club rules of confidence.”

“Rather like the Catholic seal of the confessional,” Kim remarked to Will.

“We pride ourselves on respecting our members’ privacy,” Knowle said stiffly. “If he had told me anything I should not disclose it, even under these circumstances. But I do feel able to state that he refused to give me any reason at all.”

“What happened then?”

“He left me, I’d say about six-thirty, maybe a little later. Once he’d gone I made a record of our meeting, and a memorandum for the Committee and so on. There’s a great deal of paperwork needed in these cases. When I finished, I rang for a sandwich and a glass of beer. Quiller brought it up, the Chief Steward if you recall, and stayed to chat while I ate. You know he’s turning seventy in six months?”

“So young?” Kim said. “He seemed near retirement when I last set eyes on him.”

“He took up his first post here when he was almost twenty-one. He’s desperate to make it to fifty years’ service, the dear old fellow and I hope he can stay the course. We discussed his health and his plans and so on. It was a very pleasant interlude. And then Mr. Mitra came in, announced he’d found Mr. Fairfax dead, and told me what Lord Chingford had said.”

“What time was that?”

“Half past seven or so. We went out at once and—well, you saw the body. We left Quiller to guard the billiard room and make sure nobody came in. Mr. Mitra went to telephone the police, while I found Lord Chingford and escorted him to the silence room to wait for their arrival.”

“On your own?”

“That’s right.”

“You weren’t concerned for your safety?” Kim asked. “If you thought he’d just stabbed a man to death, why didn’t you bring someone with you?”

Knowle opened his mouth, and shut it again. “Good heavens. When you put it like that, I feel extremely foolish. In my defence, the whole business seemed unreal. A murdered man in the Club, one of our members suspected—and Chingford wasn’t behaving like a murderer, if you know what I mean. He treated the whole business as though it were a misunderstanding that would be very quickly cleared up, and I suppose I took my cue from him. Actually, he was very calm indeed, at that point, as if—”

He stopped. Kim said, “Go on.”

Knowle hesitated a second. “I was going to say, the calm after the storm. As if he’d vented his fury elsewhere.”

Kim shut his eyes. “Right.”

“That was just an impression. In any case, I was careful not to provoke him. I merely said the business would need clearing up and he was a witness, and he took it quite reasonably.”

“I see. Thank you. Can you tell me about Fairfax?”

Knowle leaned back in his chair. “He joined us in 1919. We had a number of vacant places after the war, of course. A stockbroker who had recently come into a legacy and retired early. Very pleasant man, no trouble at all. Really, my first meaningful encounter with him was after yesterday’s row.”

“Nothing noteworthy? No problems, or scandals?”

“Some people can belong to a club without turning it upside down,” Knowle said. “All I can think of is that his wife divorced him a couple of years ago. Regrettable, but I suppose we must move with the times.”

“Friends?” 

“He seemed on good terms with everyone. I don’t recall any particular cronies.”

“George Yoxall?”

Knowle frowned. “Not that I know of. Mr. Yoxall’s about thirty years younger. Why do you ask?”

Kim lifted the tips of his fingers in an economical gesture to convey that he wasn’t saying. Knowle’s eyes narrowed but he didn’t argue. Probably a lot went without saying round here. “Anything else you think might be relevant?” 

“No. If there was, or is, I shall of course inform Inspector Rennick at once.”

“Why do you think Chingford argued with Fairfax?”

Knowle didn’t answer for a long moment, then he spoke slowly. “Lord Arthur, your brother had nothing to say in our meeting but outrageous, ranting nonsense. He accused me of embezzling funds from the Club as a mere aside in his tirade, though he has no access to the books and no knowledge of the finances, which I may say are thoroughly accounted for—”

“You needn’t say so. I apologise on his behalf.”

“I merely mention it to illustrate that Lord Chingford’s behaviour has been increasingly aggressive and unpredictable in recent months. I might even say irrational.”

“Unbalanced?” 

Knowle opened his hands. “If a doctor feels he wasn’t in his right mind, I’ll be happy to give my observations. Now, if that is all, I should be grateful if you would leave and—I say this with great respect—not return. I cannot give non-members free run of the building for Lord Flitby or anyone’s sake.”

“Understood,” Kim said. “We’ll show ourselves out directly. Thank you for your time. It’s been extremely enlightening, and I shall tell my father of your generous cooperation.”

“Well,” Will said as they emerged. “That was interesting.” 

Kim headed off down a different stair. “On several levels. Knowle’s clearly hoping Chingford will lodge a M’Naghten plea—guilty but of unsound mind. It would be the neatest solution, after all. Everyone agrees that he was off his rocker, no private matters come to light, and this is tidied away as a tragedy rather than a crime.”

“It should be easy enough to argue he’s not in his right mind,” Will said. “Just let him talk a bit.”

“Sadly, it’s more complicated than that. A M’Naghten plea depends on the culprit not realising that what he did was wrong. Chingford’s galumphing effort to explain away his fingerprints on the ice pick makes it clear he was trying to hide his guilt.”

“Damn. So— Hang on. Where are we going?” He’d just realised Kim was leading them down a bigger set of stairs, into the main hall. 

“To find this Yoxall fellow, of course.”

He was such a damn liar. “God’s sake. I bet you didn’t talk to your father about all this, either.”

“Why would I do that?” Kim strode through the hall before Will could reply and collared a startled-looking porter. “Hello, Speight, do you happen to know if Mr. Yoxall is in?”

“Lord Arthur? Uh, may I enquire—”

Kim waved a hand with absolute assurance. “I’ve just spoken to Mr. Knowle, don’t worry. Mr. Yoxall?”

“I don’t believe he’s in, my lord, but—”

“What the devil are you doing here?”

Will turned at the hostile voice, and saw Johnnie Cheveley a few feet away. 

No, he didn’t. Johnnie Cheveley was dead. He’d shot Will once and been about to do it again, so Kim had cut his arm off and he’d bled to death on the floor. But the man staring at Kim was awfully like him, all the same. 

This was the older brother of course, Sir Alan Cheveley. Will had seen him at the inquest, when Kim had been commended for killing Johnnie.

“Cheveley,” Kim said, voice so level a carpenter could have used it. 

“Secretan,” the other man said. “What are you doing on these premises?”

“I’m on business.”

“Business? This is not an office. You aren’t a member.”

“Notwithstanding,” Kim said. “Excuse me.”

Cheveley stepped into his way. “Just a damned minute. You aren’t a member. I want to know what you’re doing here and who allowed it.”

“This is about Chingford, I expect,” said Cheveley’s companion. 

Cheveley’s jaw hardened. “That’s it, isn’t it? Trying to get your brother off, I suppose. Good Lord, it’s come to something when a family of your supposed pedigree produces not one but two murderers.” His voice was loud, making heads turn. Kim’s face stayed blank, but his cheekbones were staining red. “A filthy disgrace. How dare you set foot in these premises? I shall take this to the Committee.”

“You do that,” Will said. “My arm’s fine, by the way.”

Cheveley looked blank. “Will Darling. From the inquest, remember? Your brother shot me, just after he had Lord Waring killed so he could steal his money. What were you saying about murderers?”

Cheveley’s face flooded with deep crimson. “How dare you?”

“Your brother was going to kill me, mate, that’s how. And I’ll tell you something else—”

“Don’t,” Kim said. “This won’t help.”

“You have no right to be here and no right to speak about my brother!”

“No right? He bloody shot me!”

“Will!” Kim snapped. “Enough.”

“He was killed from behind—”

“He was a thief, a cheat, and a murderer, and he deserved what he got,” Will said, swayed sideways round Cheveley’s wild blow, and cracked the bastard a beautiful one in the eye. Cheveley staggered back, then barrelled in again. Will met him with a punch to the jaw, and was pulled abruptly off balance by an arm round his neck and a startlingly painful two-fingered jab to the kidney. 

“Stop,” Kim said savagely in his ear. “Now. Jesus.”

“What the devil is going on?” Mitra demanded from across the hall. 

Various voices rose. Men in suits arrived. Kim started talking urgently, and Will set his teeth and wondered how badly he’d fucked up.
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It was badly. 

“Christ,” Kim said, stalking down the street. “There went any hope of getting back in there. Let alone any future cooperation from Harry, to whom I now owe a grovelling apology. Thank you so much.”

“Were you just going to let him talk like that?”

“Yes. And so should you have.”

“Why? Johnnie Cheveley sodding shot me!”

“So? Alan Cheveley didn’t.”

“Alan was pretending Johnnie didn’t! That or he doesn’t think it mattered either way because I’m not posh enough to count.”

“Who gives a damn what he thinks? Johnnie Cheveley’s dead, his brother is unimportant, and now I can kiss goodbye to any help from Harry or access to the Symposium! I did not need another problem, Will!”

“You already had a problem. He called you a murderer.”

“If I let that upset me, I’d have put an end to myself years ago,” Kim said flatly. “I don’t care what that idiot says. I care about the faint possibility that I might be able to prevent Chingford swinging, and you just made that several times harder. And if you think this won’t be all over Clubland by tomorrow lunchtime, as if I needed the last shreds of my reputation hung out to dry—” 

“They weren’t going to help you anyway. You do realise that? That Knowle bloke’s only interested in his precious Club, and you said yourself you weren’t welcome. What good was hanging around that place going to do?”

“We won’t find out now, will we? I would have liked to go back there one day, you know!”

“Well, I’m sorry I spoiled that,” Will said furiously. “Sorry I got in the way of you getting back together with your posh mates. There was me thinking I’d rather keep a bit of self-respect than let that wanker spit in your face and mine!”

“Well, enjoy it,” Kim snarled. “Not that I see a great deal of self-respect in picking a fight with a bereaved man. It looked a lot more like you taking out your endless bloody class-consciousness without the slightest regard for what we—I—actually need to achieve. But I’m sure you know best and I hope it keeps you warm at night. I need some air.”

He turned on his heel and strode off. Will felt the urge to march after him, to get his own last word in, and had just enough sense not to. He set off back home instead in a snarling stew of anger. 

He refused to accept he’d been wrong. Cheveley had insulted Kim grossly in words, and Will as much with his indifference. He’d been at the coroner’s inquest, had sat there while Will gave evidence with his arm in a sling, yet he hadn’t even remembered his face. To Sir Alan Cheveley, Johnnie’s death was a tragedy which made Kim’s act an offence, and the fact that he’d had tried to kill Will simply didn’t matter. 

Will was tired of his life not mattering. It was bad enough to be a twig thrown onto the raging bonfire of the war; even worse when the disdain for his existence was up close and personal. And he was tired of seeing Kim flinch at words of scorn, no matter how tiny he managed to make the motion, and he’d stroked his hair as he shuddered out his horror at the killing, and if Sir Alan fucking Cheveley showed his face on the street now, Will would batter it all over again. 

So no, he wasn’t sorry he’d spoken out. Some things could not stand. 

But he had buggered up, all the same. Harry Mitra had been furious, which was fair because he’d stuck his neck out for Kim and only asked they’d be discreet, and starting a fight in the main hall was anything but. Knowle had arrived, drawn by the noise, and gone purple. They’d been escorted off the premises with the clipped information that any attempt to return would lead to the police being called. If he’d wanted to spare Kim humiliation, he’d gone about it a bloody stupid way. And if that made Kim’s work here harder...

Kim’s work. 

That raised a question Will wanted answering. Kim hadn’t actually said what he’d wanted to achieve at the Symposium until they’d argued, and then it had slipped out. The faint possibility that I might be able to prevent Chingford swinging. If he planned to help his murdering brother get away with it—

Surely not. That would be low even by his flexible morality. And if Will was meant to help with that, he bloody well ought to have been told about it first. 

The thought set off a deep and unpleasantly familiar anger. Kim had promised not to lie to him any more, whether by words or omission, but a secret plan to get a murderer off was exactly the kind of weasel deception he specialised in. It was all too plausible, and Will didn’t want to believe it. 

Kim couldn’t be doing this to him, not again. He’d promised, and that promise had meant something to them both, and he couldn’t have thrown it away for a brother he didn’t even like. Surely.

All right, slow down, he told himself. He didn’t actually know what Kim had in mind, and they hadn’t had time to talk. The least he could do was withhold judgement till he’d heard the slippery bugger out. 

Unfortunately, he probably wouldn’t get a hearing till Kim was a bit less highly strung. He was twanging with nerves right now, badly overstretched, and he’d sounded desperate. He was in a bad situation, one that Will had made even worse.

And, he reflected as he walked on and cooled down, he hadn’t done it to defend Kim’s honour, no matter what he’d like to believe. He’d thumped Cheveley because he’d lost his rag, nothing more, and losing his temper was not an excuse for anything. 

“You made a mess of that, Darling,” he muttered to himself. 

He couldn’t do anything to fix that. There might be something else he could do, though, which he hadn’t had time to tell Kim about earlier. If it worked, it might go some way to support the apology he probably—God damn it—needed to make.

He strode home to the bookshop with that resolution, and placed a call to the Symposium Club. He didn’t give his name.

The staff were very efficient indeed. Within just a few moments, he had a voice on the line. “Hello there. George Yoxall speaking.”

“Hello,” Will said, crossing his fingers. “Could you tell me, am I speaking to Captain James Yoxall’s son?”

“Nephew, actually, and he’s Lord Witton now,” said the voice. “Still, it’s much of a muchness. Who’s speaking? Is this about Uncle Jimmy? Is something wrong?”

“Nothing like that. My name’s William Darling. I served with Captain—Lord Witton—in the war. I was one of the Yoxall Raiders.”

“Oh, were you?” Yoxall’s voice increased appreciably in warmth. “Pleased to—well, not meet you, but you know what I mean. What can I do for you?”

“Uh. This is a bit awkward but did you have a run-in with Paul Fairfax recently? The man who was killed at the Symposium?”

A short silence. “I say, what’s this about?”

“I’m not looking to make trouble,” Will said hastily. “Only I’d be very grateful if I could ask you about it, off the record sort of thing. I’ve got good reason. Could we meet? It would be a lot easier to explain that way.”

“Umph,” Yoxall said. “I can’t say I much want to discuss this.”

“It really is important.”

“Yes but— Well, if you’re one of Uncle Jimmy’s chaps... Oh, all right. Can you be at the St. James Tavern in an hour?”
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WILL TURNED UP AT THE St. James right on time. There were a couple of dozen drinkers, and he had failed to establish how he and Yoxall would recognise one another. He had no idea what the fellow might look like, and a quick look round turned up absolutely nobody who resembled his old captain. There was, however, a well-dressed black man in his early twenties looking his way, and as Will’s gaze skimmed over him, he tipped his head and raised a hand. 

Will came over. “Er, I’m meant to be meeting a gentleman—”

“George Yoxall. That’s me. You’re Will Darling?” He was a handsome fellow, well built, with skin a few shades lighter than Maisie’s, and a smile that brought out the resemblance to Captain Yoxall after all. “I’m told you took a swing at Alan Cheveley in the Club earlier.”

Will cursed himself. “Er. Yes.”

“Don’t blame you. Man’s a stinker. I should say, I called Uncle Jimmy up after you ’phoned me, and he remembers you well. Had a fair bit to tell me, actually.”

“Flattering?”

“I should hope not.” Yoxall grinned. “Drink?”

They settled with a couple of pints and exchanged brief notes on their service. Yoxall had enlisted as soon as he was of age, in 1917. “They put me in the Tank Corps. Got out there just in time for Cambrai.”

“Oof. Do you know, you’re the second man I’ve met in a few days who was in the tanks at Cambrai.”

“Really? Who was the other?”

Will felt a spasm of embarrassment at what would doubtless look like name-dropping. “Well, it was Lord Aveston, only he wouldn’t be called that then.”

“Hugo Lavery. We were at school together. Lovely fellow. Rotten shot. How do you know him?”

Will explained about selling the Aveston library with a vague feeling of unreality that he was discussing a viscount with an earl’s nephew. Come to that, he’d punched a baronet and fucked a marquess’s son. Talk about the high life. 

“And what about you?” Yoxall asked. “Whole show in Flanders?” 

“Soup to nuts. Signed up on day one, demobbed ’19.”

“That’s a long stretch, especially for trench raiders. Uncle Jimmy told me some hair-raising stories.”

Rehashing those and telling more took up the first pint, and put them on a very comfortable footing. When Will returned to the table with the second round, Yoxall said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, but I suppose we ought to get down to brass tacks. You wanted to talk about that business with Fairfax.”

“That, and the murder.”

“I don’t know anything about that. Look here, may I ask what your interest is? You aren’t a journalist, are you?”

“Nothing like. I run a bookshop. And I’m not personally interested, as such.” He’d wondered how to phrase this, and concluded that he was no Kim to manage an elaborate lie. “The thing is, I’ve done some work with Kim Secretan in the past. Lord Arthur Secretan, I mean, Lord Chingford’s brother. He wants to find out what happened that night.”

“The word in the Club is that Chingford went off his chump.”

“Maybe he did. All the same, it’s odd that one person could hate a man enough to kill him, while all we’ve heard from everyone else is that he was a fine fellow, no trouble to anyone. I wondered if you could shed any light.”

“I see. Look, I have to say: you do know Secretan’s a Bolshevist? And one of the white feather crowd?”

“He’s not a coward, or a traitor,” Will said, keeping it measured. “He thought the war was wrong so he refused to fight, and if I had it all to do again, so would I. I’d stay home, and tell everyone else to do the same, and when they came for me I’d tell them where to stick their war, because the King and the Kaiser should have kept their family row to Christmas like everyone else!”

That hadn’t come out particularly measured by the end, but Yoxall looked delighted. “Ha!” he said, smacking the table. “Uncle Jimmy told me you got through on sheer bloody-mindedness. Said to me, ‘Come back and tell me he’s the most awkward bugger you ever met’, and I was just thinking you were a pleasant sort of chap and how disappointed he’d be.”

“God, you’re like him,” Will said involuntarily. 

“Thank you.” Yoxall flashed him a brilliant grin. “What exactly is it that Secretan’s trying to achieve?”

“The truth,” Will said, wondering if that was true itself.

Yoxall sipped his pint thoughtfully. “There’s not many people with a good word for Arthur Secretan, but Uncle Jimmy speaks very highly of you. And I heard about that shocking business with Lord Waring and that rotter Cheveley, the younger one. Was that you with Secretan then?”

“Yes.”

Yoxall gave him an unexpectedly shrewd look. “Tell you what. I’ll assume you’ve got a good reason to ask your questions, and I’ll be upset if you let me down.” Will gave him a nod; Yoxall leaned back. “And I told the police, so I suppose I may as well tell you. De mortuis nil nisi bonum is all very well, but the man was a cad.”

“Right,” Will said, since it was usually best to ride out the Latin and wait for things to make sense again. 

“First, I should say I didn’t know Fairfax, except to nod to. I don’t spend much time in London as a rule, but as it happens I’m engaged, and we’re doing the formalities.”

“Congratulations.”

“Thank you. So while I’m here I stay at the Club. The day before yesterday, I was in the morning room, and Fairfax asked me for a private word. And—ugh. Briefly, when I was three years old there was a rather nasty business in my family which didn’t reflect well on my mother. It might have made for an appalling scandal, but the chap at the heart of it did away with himself before it came to court. Mother went to a sanatorium, my grandparents took charge of me and gave me the family name, and it was all brushed under the carpet.” He grimaced. “Fairfax lifted the carpet.”

Will sat forward. Yoxall nodded. “He said he was sorry to rake up old tragedies, but wasn’t I the son of so-and-so who did such-and-such and so on. I was dumbstruck. You’d think if a man said such things to your face you’d knock him down, wouldn’t you? But I just found myself staring at him—stunned, you know. He made it clear he had all the lurid details, and then— Well, as I said, I’m getting married, to a marvellous girl who happens to be extremely well off. We aren’t, as earldoms go, so it’s the sort of thing people call a very desirable match, as if I hadn’t fallen heels over head the moment I set eyes on her. And the blasted man had the nerve to ask me whether she knew, and what her parents might do if the newspapers splashed the story on the front pages.”

“Would they?”

“Maybe. It’s old news, but on the other hand I’m heir to the earldom unless Uncle Jimmy produces a son, which would require him to marry, and he’s showing no sign of that. Lost the girl he loved twenty years ago, he says, though if you ask me he’s just too lazy.” His voice was warm with affectionate amusement. “So the papers might well take a Forgotten Scandal in High Life, dwelling on what happened and my parentage and my mother’s death, and so on. Painful and humiliating for me, Fairfax said, and terrible for the Witton estate if we lost that lucrative settlement. He expected I’d give a great deal to avoid that.”

“What did you say?”

“That he could go whistle,” Yoxall said crisply. “Not being a complete duffer, I’d told my fiancée and her parents the whole story before I asked for her hand. We’re prepared that it may come out. I’d rather it didn’t, naturally, but my mother’s beyond hurt and Laura is an absolute brick. So I told Fairfax I’d done nothing wrong and had nothing to be ashamed of. He said that I might want to avoid the unpleasantness for Uncle Jimmy’s sake and my mother and grandfather’s memory, and mentioned a name. I didn’t recognise it, but Uncle Jimmy did, when I told him, and said it was pretty discreditable to my grandfather.”

“Fairfax knew things you didn’t?” 

Yoxall nodded, his pleasant face rather grim. “Well, by that time the shock had worn off and I was in a bate. I said I wouldn’t pay a penny to keep any of it quiet, and for tuppence I’d kick him round Trafalgar Square and drag what was left of his carcass to a police station. At which he cleared off.”

“Good for you.”

“I expected something to come of it. A demand, or a letter to the future in-laws, or some such. But he had that row with Chingford at lunchtime the next day, and by the evening he was dead. So there you are.”

“Did you tell anyone about this?” Will asked. 

“I went to Knowle, the Club Secretary, the morning after Fairfax made his demands. Sounds like complaining to Teacher, doesn’t it? But I didn’t choose to have my family history become public property. I haven’t done anything wrong—”

“But you still don’t want people knowing your business.”

“Exactly. I spoke to him confidentially, and he said he’d look into it and ensure something was done.”

“Like what?”

“I’ve no idea,” Yoxall said. “Kick Fairfax out, I suppose? I don’t know how the Club deals with these things. Well, that’s the point: one doesn’t find out because they make sure it’s cleared away quietly. And as I say, there wasn’t time for anything to be done. I spoke to Knowle around eleven yesterday morning, and Chingford was shouting the odds at Fairfax barely an hour later.”

“Any idea what that was about?”

“No, but one might take a guess, mightn’t one?”

“And you told the police this?”

“After the murder, yes. They didn’t seem terribly interested. The chap wanted to know whether he’d asked for money in so many words, and was rather dismissive when I said he hadn’t. He said that technically Fairfax hadn’t threatened me at all.”

“Eh? ‘Wouldn’t it be awful if people found out about you?’ is a threat.”

“Of course it is. But the police fellow didn’t seem to believe me. In fact, he told me that if Fairfax had been blackmailing me, that would make me a strong suspect. Nice way to treat a witness.”

“God’s sake. Was that Inspector Rennick?”

“No, another man, Sergeant Hawes, he was called. I didn’t care to argue and I’d said my piece, so I left them to it, and I’ve heard nothing more since.”

“Right,” Will said, thinking hard. “You are sure Fairfax was after money?” 

Yoxall gave him a look. “He’d delved into my family history to find out the worst things he could. I don’t think he did that out of concern.”

“I meant, could it have been racialist? I’ve a friend of your colour and the things complete strangers have said to her out of pure spite—”

“You needn’t tell me. No, I don’t think so. One can tell that sort easily enough.” He drained his pint. “Anyway, if you want a reason someone might have done away with the fellow, there it is, and a rotten business all round. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

“No, but if you could give my regards to the Captain? I mean to Lord—er—”

“Witton, but I expect he’d be very happy with Captain Yoxall from you. I’ll do that. Actually, do you have a card?”

Will gave him one with the bookshop address. They parted with compliments, and Will went off, reflecting that he wouldn’t mind spending time with the upper crust if more of them were like that.
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Chapter Six


[image: image]


He tried telephoning Kim when he got back to the shop. There was no answer. That was irritating, and he didn’t want to show up unheralded if Kim was still angry. He tried half a dozen times more throughout the course of the evening to no effect, cursed his erratic partner, and went to bed feeling impatient, guilty, and worried. 

The next morning, Peacock answered the phone. 

“Mr. Peacock? It’s Will Darling. Is he in?”

“Lord Arthur is in the bath, Mr. Darling.”

“Could you tell him I called, and I have information? Important. About Fairfax.”

He could almost hear Peacock’s ears prick up over the phone. “I will pass him that message.”

Will rang off, and went to make himself a sufficiently fortifying meal for the apology he had to make. He’d woken up thoroughly repentant for losing his temper, and chewing over Kim’s scathing remark. He didn’t think he’d gone off at Cheveley because he was uncomfortable with the upper classes—he was pretty sure it was because the arsehole had forgotten his existence and called Kim a murderer—but the words nagged at him all the same. 

He ate a proletarian breakfast of sausage and onions and then went out to get the morning papers, since Kim still hadn’t phoned back. The idle sod liked lolling in the bath, but he was really taking his time today. Maybe he was angrier than Will had realised. Maybe he didn’t want to call back. 

Or maybe he knew he’d slipped up and didn’t want to admit it. I might be able to prevent Chingford swinging...

Will went through the morning papers in an effort not to think about it. With a thrilling Murder in High Life to promote but nothing new to report, the editors had fallen back on character studies. All the papers were using the same photograph of Fairfax, a studio portrait that Will suspected had been taken a while ago, since he didn’t look the reported age of fifty-two. Will studied the bland, smiling face, wondering what it hid. He couldn’t see any signs of villainy there, or in the basic information the papers provided on the dead man. A financier for various businesses; early retirement on comfortable private means. No skeletons in the closet, no revealing information. Damn. 

Far more interesting was the double-page spread in the Daily Mail on the Secretan family. Will read it with guilty fascination, and an uncomfortable awareness that he was learning things Kim hadn’t chosen to tell him. 

The family was ‘troubled’, ‘difficult’, ‘dogged by misfortune’. There were a few paragraphs on various ancestors who had outraged sensibilities, morals, laws, and, in the case of the one with a pet lion, common sense. It said Kim’s mother Lady Flitby had died of childbed fever after giving birth to the youngest brother, Henry. Lord Flitby had apparently been unmoved by the loss of his wife, but Henry’s death in 1917 had devastated him. He was considered remote, stern, and autocratic even by the standards of the nobility. 

The Mail wrote about the Marquess with a respect they didn’t extend to his surviving offspring. Lord Chingford was the subject of two columns on his notorious bad temper and worse manners. He had two failed engagements, one to an American heiress in 1920 that had lasted six days, the other in 1923 to a duke’s third daughter that had survived a full month. Both had been terminated when the ladies decided that the coronets weren’t worth the husband they came with. That was supported with a few quotes from ‘friends’ that added up to a portrait of a man with more pride than brains and a very short fuse. Will wondered how many future members of the jury would be soaking this stuff up. 

And then there was a piece on Kim. 

Lord Arthur, the Bolshevik, who had refused to do his duty in the war but somehow pulled strings to avoid punishment, whose estrangement from his family was well known, who lived the high life on, it said here, an inheritance from his maternal uncle who’d had a patent on some sort of dye. Will had wondered where the money came from. Plenty on the Red politics he no longer espoused, even more on his relationship with Bright Young Person Phoebe Stephens-Prince and their broken engagement after the events around her father’s death. It all read pretty damningly as a portrait of an unreliable, unpatriotic, nasty piece of work.

As if things needed to get worse, the section on Johnnie Cheveley’s death said Kim had been “accompanied by decorated ex-serviceman William Darling”, and there was a bloody photograph. It was from the inquest, showing Will with his arm in a sling and his hair for once sleeked under control, but it was still recognisably him. Will felt cold all over, looking at it. He didn’t want to start seeing himself in newspapers. He had too many notches on his knife and his bedpost for that. 

At least there was nothing on Peacock, and nothing that would hurt Phoebe. Nobody would read the piece and come away liking the Secretans, but that was the least of their worries. 

Kim still hadn’t called back. Will hovered over the telephone for a bit and stopped himself from picking it up. If Kim wanted to call, he would. He told himself that several times as the next hour ticked by, with the slow-growing feeling in his gut that he’d really bollocksed up. 

He didn’t pay much attention when the man came into his shop, though in fairness, if he kicked out all the shifty-looking characters, he wouldn’t sell many books. This one was a sharp-faced chap in a mac. “William Darling?”

“That’s me. Can I help?”

“Terence Welwyn, from the Daily Mail. I wonder if you have a minute.” He didn’t wait for an answer. “I hope you can give me a bit of background. I’m writing about the Chingford case. You know Lord Arthur Secretan pretty well, don’t you?”

Will’s first instinct was to turf him out by the seat of his trousers, but his first instinct hadn’t served him well yesterday. He went for his fallback position: obstructiveness. “Don’t know about that.”

“He’s been working here, hasn’t he?”

“That’s right.”

“That’s very interesting. Why is a lord working in a bookshop?”

“He likes books,” Will said, letting his face assume the Stolid Incurious Rustic expression he’d used a lot in the Army.

“What’s he like to work with?”

“All right.”

“Would you say he’s a good bookseller?”

“He’s all right.”

“He’s a highly intelligent man. First from Cambridge, I believe. A rich one, too, and of course a marquess’s son. And with respect, Mr. Darling, this isn’t the most glamorous establishment. What is it about this shop that attracts Lord Arthur?”

Will gave it a long moment’s consideration. “Well...”

“Yes?”

“He likes books.”

They went round that one a couple more times, then Welwyn changed direction abruptly. “You were with Lord Arthur at Etchil Manor when Lord Waring and John Cheveley were killed. I read the inquest report. How did you come to be there?”

“By car.”

The reporter was beginning to develop a twitch around the eye. “How is it that you were invited to a stately home, Mr. Darling? Did Lord Arthur know there would be trouble before he went? Is that why he brought you?”

“It’s all in the report.”

“It doesn’t say how a Bolshevik lord who refused to fight comes to be so close to an enlisted man who holds the Military Cross. How did you get to know Lord Arthur in the first place?”

“Now, let me think.” Will did some lengthy musing. “I reckon... Aye, I reckon he came in here to buy a book. He likes books.” 

Welwyn bit back an expletive. “What was it like for you? In a stately home, with Lord Waring dying and John Cheveley holding a gun on you? How did you feel?”

Will just shrugged. Welwyn sighed, then perched on the edge of the desk, leaning in with a confiding expression. Will looked fixedly at his intruding arse until he got up again. “Look, Mr. Darling, our readers want to know about this. There’s a man dead. Word is Lord Chingford’s going to be arrested for murder any time now, and if he hangs, Lord Arthur will become his father’s heir. There’s a lot of public interest in the sort of man he is. Some people look at his past and don’t think much of him. They say he’s a coward and a Red. Would you agree with that?”

Will wondered if he could rethink the decision not to resort to violence. Left to himself, he’d throw this man out by the scruff of his neck, and he wasn’t sure he’d open the door first. “Not my business.”

“Would you say they’re wrong?”

He was going to be quoted in some form, he knew it. He stood. “You asked for my time and you’ve had plenty. Are you here to buy books? This is a bookshop, and I’ve work to do.”

“I’d be very pleased to. Perhaps I could put down a deposit?” Welwyn fished in his pocket and brought out a pound note, which he fingered in a casual sort of manner. 

A bribe. He was being offered a bribe to talk about Kim. Naturally there could be no meaningful relationship or loyalty between him and Lord Arthur Secretan. Of course Will would sell him out for the right price. 

Kim would take the money and say something trivial, Will knew it. He’d paint himself as a betrayer but not a useful one, and be left alone for good. Kim was clever like that, and willing to let people think the worst of him if it served his purposes. Will was not Kim, and the very thought of taking the money ignited a deep red rage.

“If you want to buy a book, you can buy a book,” he said as levelly as possible. “For what it’s priced at. And when you do that, what you’ll get for your money is a book. You can leave now.”

The journalist opened his mouth, met Will’s eye, and retreated. He breathed in and out several times, for a count of ten. It didn’t help. 

The phone rang half an hour later. He answered, desperately hoping it was Kim. It wasn’t. It was the Daily Express, and the next one was the Mirror, after which a man from the Evening Standard turned up in person with a five-pound note folded in his extended palm. Will closed the shop for stocktaking at that point because he was uncomfortably close to panic. He had no idea how to handle this sort of thing or why they were all descending on him at once, and if he made a botch of this, he could give Kim serious trouble. 

Why the hell wasn’t Kim calling back? 

He was probably besieged too, Will realised with a decidedly sinking feeling. Who’d want to talk to Will Darling if they could get at Kim Secretan? He telephoned the flat again, but there was no answer. Kim was probably doing something; Will bloody hoped it was something useful. He bought the lunchtime papers, horribly self-conscious and irritated to be supporting the vultures, but needing to know if he was in there. 

He wasn’t yet, and there was still no arrest. An editorial in the Daily Mirror had strong opinions on that, wondering how it was possible for a murder to take place undetected in a closed building full of people, and remarked on the importance of justice being seen to be done at all levels of society. The implication was very heavily of a conspiracy in high life. 

The day dragged on. He would have liked to go to the pub, to let a pint and a bit of normality soothe the itchy-scratchy feeling under his skin, but he couldn’t face the idea that the other regulars might have read the papers. The journalists had probably been in the Black Horse, come to that, buying drinks and listening. 

He was alarmed, aimless, and restive, he hated this enemy he couldn’t fight, and he was missing Kim. 

That was ridiculous after a single day, although perhaps natural after months of regular companionship. He’d seen Kim most days and many of the nights since March, and when he hadn’t, he’d known when the bugger would turn up again. Now he didn’t know what was going on in Kim’s perverse mind, or why. And if Chingford hanged and Kim became heir to a fortune and title, when Will had just demonstrated his utter incapacity to blend into that world...

Bad enough he didn’t know when he’d see Kim again. He was starting to wonder if. 

Will sat in his bookshop as the evening darkened around him, listening to the faint sounds from Charing Cross, and tried to think about Kim not coming back. About risks that were too great, and threats nobody wanted to live under, and obligations to things he didn’t know how to weigh in the balance, like name and land and family. About the impossibility of it, because it had always been impossible, really. Kim was starlight and privilege; Will had his feet firmly fixed in the mud. They didn’t belong together. 

Except they did. Kim belonged in this bookshop, leaving everything behind in the smell of paper. Maybe parts of him belonged in a mansion flat too, or a gentleman’s club, or some bloody great estate in East Anglia, but he damn well ought to be in this shop and the bed upstairs, and Will was not going to sit here and watch everything turn to dust around him without making an effort. 

He jumped to his feet, took two steps toward the telephone to make one last call before he went round to Gerrard Mansions and kicked the door in, and heard a noise from the back room. His heart gave a single giddy thump that for just a second made him feel dizzily like the sixteen-year-old boy who had been permitted to walk Mary Alice Goodman home. And then the lock clicked, and the door opened, and Kim was there. 

His eyes were very dark and very weary. He stared at Will without speaking, and Will stared back, aware of the undrawn blinds, the plate glass windows, the oppressive weight of being seen. 

Kim’s lips parted. Will said, “Come up.”

He stopped at the foot of the stairs. Kim went past him first, in silence. Will followed, and they rounded the bend of the stairs and were out of anyone’s view, and then Kim was in his arms and they stumbled and crashed down and rolled onto the landing, kissing with a frightening urgency. Kim’s fingers were digging in; Will had handfuls of his hair; it wasn’t clear whose legs were where for a minute until Kim ended up on top. The pair of them half on the landing, half off, Will wedging his heel on a step for balance and uncomfortably aware of the extremely cheap hessian stair-carpet, so unlike Kim’s deep pile that a man could fuck on without severe grazing. Mouths, lips, tongues, biting and devouring, feast after famine. 

And Will wanted to make love to him properly, slowly, all night in a bed rather than a quick one on a brutal floor, but he also needed to ride this wild wave. He fumbled with buttons, feeling Kim doing the same. Kim’s fingers pushing between bodies, wrapping round Will’s rigid cock and pressing Kim’s against it. His gasp into Kim’s mouth. 

Kim reared back and stared down in the dimness of the unlit stair. Will looked up at him, hopelessly lost. The moment stretched out and as it did, the bookshop clock began to strike. They both waited for the tenth chime, poised and still as it lingered in the air. Send not to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee. 

Kim started to move his hand, working them both, and Will lay back on the hard floor and gave himself up to the sensation—ridged skin, tense fingers, satin-slippery fluid, and the feel of Kim’s strokes, in time with his sharp, harsh breaths. The world contracted to Kim over him, around him, taking him away, and he came like that, bucking on the floor. Kim shifted like a rider to keep his balance and his grip, then doubled over and cried out his own release with what sounded like pain. 

Will let his head clunk back against the floorboards and gasped for air. Kim swayed forwards, resting his head on Will’s shoulder, and they stayed like that for a few moments. The silence felt too precious to break. 

“Will,” Kim said at last. “Christ, I missed you. You needn’t say that’s my own fault.”

“I was just about to ’phone again when you turned up.”

“Great minds. Ugh. I had slightly more elaborate plans than this, but now I don’t want to move.”

“I don’t either, but there’s a stair rod in my back.”

“In that case, I will admit my knees are raising objections to this hair shirt of a stair-covering. I must be getting old.” 

“Antiquarian,” Will suggested. 

“At least you didn’t say second-hand.” Kim leaned in to kiss him, gently this time, and clambered off. “I’m sorry for yesterday.”

“It was my fault. I should have kept my mouth shut.”

“He started it,” Kim said. “And I don’t want you to keep your mouth shut. I don’t want you to have to. I dragged you into a place I knew you’d loathe because I didn’t want to go there alone, and brought you face to face with a man you should never have met, and then complained when you didn’t take it with grace, as if you ever take injustice with grace.”

“I should have had more sense, all the same. I don’t think I understand how hard this is on you, or the ways it is.” They were both still sitting on the floor. Will wrapped an arm round Kim’s shoulders; Kim leaned against him, forehead to forehead. “Talk to me, Kim.”

“I met my father today.”

“I didn’t think you spoke.” 

“We don’t. He’s in London over this business—I assume pulling strings on Chingford’s behalf for what good that’ll do—and I was summoned to the presence. His lawyer did most of the talking. How did I know Rennick, what was I doing at the Symposium, what use could I be. My father took the opportunity to inform me that the best I could do was not to make matters worse, and that should I step into Chingford’s shoes, he will whip me into shape as he should have done when I was a boy. Apparently he’s forgotten he tried that and failed. South America may not be far enough.”

“You’re a grown man. He can’t make you do anything.”

“He can make my life bloody unpleasant while trying. Can we have a drink? I need one.”

There was a bottle of single malt Scotch on the bedroom mantelpiece these days instead of the cheap stuff. Another little piece of Kim in Will’s daily life. He poured them both generous slugs and they sat on the bed side by side, shoulder to shoulder. 

“So,” Will said. “What’s your brother’s chances?”

“Exceedingly poor. The options are the M’Naghten insanity defence; arguing that he was intolerably provoked, which would make it manslaughter; or kicking up enough of a smokescreen of reasonable doubt to persuade a jury they can’t safely convict. Stratton doesn’t think the insanity defence will work, but my father is in any case refusing to countenance it. Provocation is unlikely to succeed given the elapsed time between the row and murder, not to mention that the stupid bastard won’t say what the row was about. And reasonable doubt founders on the fact that he almost certainly did it.”

“Only almost?”

It was a joke, sort of, but Kim wrinkled his nose. “I could believe him a murderer with no trouble. But—well, you said it yourself, Will. Three silent steps and a single, precise blow. Either a brilliant improvisation or a cleverly planned killing. Since when was Chingford capable of silence, precision, or cleverness?”

“That’s true,” Will said slowly. “I could have been wrong, but...that’s true.”

“As far as it goes. And yet everything else is against him. The evidence is circumstantial, but it’s plentiful, and we don’t have a wide range of other candidates. Nobody else had reason to kill the blasted man.”

“Oh, right,” Will said. “You haven’t heard that Fairfax was a blackmailer?”

Kim ricocheted upright in a highly satisfying way. Will gave him Yoxall’s story, and he took a deep breath. “Will, you are a miracle. And you went and got this yesterday, after I shouted at you? Good Christ, I don’t deserve you.”

“Is it good news? It’s a pretty obvious motive for Chingford.”

“Yes, but he pretty obviously did it. And it’s a well-established principle of natural justice that blackmailers have it coming, so that might conceivably sway a jury to manslaughter. If we can prove it, of course, and if the stupid sod will admit it. Although...” His voice slowed. “Hmm. What was your connection to Yoxall again?”

“His uncle was a captain in my battalion, ran my group of trench raiders. He was a good man, for brass—always counted us out and counted us back. Not the brightest spark, but he stuck his neck out for us.”

“And this George Yoxall struck you as a decent chap? Reliable? Honest?”

“I’d say so. I liked him.”

“I trust your judgement,” Kim said. “But does it not strike you there’s a couple of awfully odd things about his story?”

“Like what?”

“The fact that he felt able to tell Fairfax to clear off. Most people don’t: it’s why blackmail is a lucrative line of work.”

“Well, he wasn’t being threatened with gaol, or having his own doings exposed.”

“That’s rather my point. The sins of the fathers don’t count for much these days. If all you can threaten your victim with is embarrassment—I don’t feel convinced that a blackmailer would try his luck on such a weak hand.”

“He might have lost his girl and her money.”

“But look at what Fairfax had to lose. The machinery of the Club protecting its own would have swung into action. He might well have been expelled, and the word put out about him. If he was living off the secrets of the wealthy, he’d surely not risk losing his access to them.”

“So maybe he needed the money right then?” 

“Badly enough to take that risk?” Kim asked, and then, more slowly, “Yes, perhaps. Because he didn’t get the money, and then someone stuck an ice-pick in his ear. Post hoc ergo propter hoc?”

“Couldn’t say.”

“I’m wondering if we’re on to something. Let’s assume Yoxall is telling the truth. That suggests Fairfax was sufficiently in need of money to risk his standing at the Symposium on a very shaky bit of extortion. He got killed subsequent to his failed fundraising efforts—by whoever he owed money to? Or by another victim, because we can surely assume there were more? Oh, this is marvellous. If we’re looking at not just other blackmailees, but also people to whom Fairfax owed money, if we can argue that Fairfax had other enemies, we have the beginnings of a case. Threads of reasonable doubt for my father’s lawyers to weave into whole cloth, if you’ll forgive the overextended metaphor.”

Will had other concerns than metaphors. “Hold on. If you can do the reasonable doubt thing, won’t Chingford get off?”

“If the prosecution can’t persuade the jury of their case, the verdict should be not guilty. That’s the law.”

“There’s a difference between not guilty and innocent! If a man did it but the police can’t prove it—”

“Then he doesn’t hang. That’s how it ought to be. Certainly better than the alternative.”

Will gave him a look. “And he gets away with murder.” 

“Only if he did it. I don’t know if Chingford did it and nor do you.”

“Oh, come on.”

Kim held one palm up. “Yes, all right. But the accused is still entitled to a defence, isn’t he? That’s all I’m trying to do here: give him a defence. If I can’t scrape something plausible together, the law will take its course.”

“Suppose.” Will scrubbed a hand through his hair. “Why are you doing this?”

“Doing what?”

“Don’t do that, Kim. You know what I asked.”

“Sorry. Yes.” Kim exhaled. “I wish I had a good answer. I don’t want to take his place, needless to say. And I don’t want another dead brother. If there is something I can do to prevent that outcome, I think I have to do it.”

“For who? Your father?”

“He doesn’t want my help. Let’s say, for myself.”

“And does this make up for Henry?”

“Henry is dead,” Kim said. “There’s no making up for that. But my father would prefer Chingford to live, and if I could achieve that...”

He tailed off. Will would have liked to press on what the if led to. He’ll forgive me? I’ll forgive myself?

He didn’t press, because he wasn’t sure Kim had an answer. Instead, he asked, “And you’re all right with this? Yes, blackmailers have it coming, but that was a sodding cold killing.”

“One might say, ice cold. I know,” Kim said. “I have gathered you don’t approve. Noted.”

“It’s not what I think, it’s what you think. It’s whether you can do this and still look yourself in the face. You’ve got enough to feel guilty about already and you could get hurt here. You could hurt yourself.”

Kim looked round at that, with an almost-smile. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

Will’s stomach twisted. “Kim—”

“I understand your concerns, I truly do, but please believe I’m not acting lightly. I have to do something. I have to try, do you see?”

“Not really. I don’t like it.”

“I don’t blame you.” Kim rubbed his face. “I’ve got to go now. The flat’s been besieged by journalists all day. I left by the back way to see you but I don’t want to do that too often, or be spotted coming back in the morning.”

“Fair,” Will said, though it wasn’t fair, none of it. “What next?”

“I’ll talk to Rennick about this blackmail business. See if anything else has floated up about Fairfax while I’m there. And I need to try the Private Bureau again on whether any Zodiac remain unaccounted for, just in case. I called a couple of people today but nobody would speak to me. They’re a close-mouthed lot these days, or they live in fear of DS.”

Will considered the formidable Private Bureau chief and decided he wouldn’t talk out of school either. “Want me to do anything?”

“Just keep your head down with the Press. Down, and also level. Don’t punch any journalists, is what I mean.”

“I didn’t,” Will said with a touch of pride. “I was nice as pie.”

“Five quid says you weren’t.”

“Well, I didn’t thump anyone. Did I say, one of them tried to bribe me? Or tip me, really. You know, like a doorman or some such. Slipping me a couple of quid to talk about you.”

Kim stilled. “Oh Jesus. I’m so sorry. That’s a damned insult. Is it a consolation that if they think you’re my lackey, they don’t suspect you’re my lover?”

“Not really. Because even if they did think we were fucking, they wouldn’t believe I was anything more than your bit of rough, would they?” 

“No,” Kim said. “That’s the daily drip of insult you can expect as things are now, which is why I don’t want them to get worse. Because you are everything more, and I resent to the bottom of my soul that you should feel any other way. Wait for me; I’ll call you. Be good.”

He went on that, soundless as ever, leaving Will staring at the dark and empty doorway. 
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Chapter Seven


[image: image]


Will was still thinking about that—the night, the words, the way Kim had looked—next morning, with a whole lot of complicated thoughts and feelings that evaporated like spit on a stove when he went out to get the papers.

ARREST IN SYMPOSIUM CASE: CHINGFORD CHARGED WITH MURDER

LORD CHINGFORD UNDER ARREST

CLUBLAND MURDER: MARQUESS’S HEIR CHARGED

“Bugger,” Will said, and got back to the shop sharpish. 

There wasn’t much to be gleaned from any of the reports since the papers had to be chary what they said now. There was, however, a background piece in the Daily Mail by the journalist who’d come to his shop, calling Will ‘a taciturn, hard-faced man’, with details of his military career that concentrated a lot more on the killings than the medals. They used that damn photograph from the inquest again, and included a story of his time in the Yoxall Raiders that baffled Will until he realised that one of his old comrades had run his mouth to a journalist, probably for money. 

He bloody hated this. He wouldn’t call himself a sensitive man, but to have people put him in the newspapers without a by-your-leave, as though his life was theirs to write and publish, for gawpers to discuss him over the dinner-table and come to conclusions about him and talk like he was public property...

Kim would have had it so much worse, and feel it so much more. Will had no idea how he had borne it. No wonder he was desperate to make this go away.

He wondered about calling, or even going round, and decided against it. The Press would be there in force and Kim had said to wait. 

Will could do that, and he did, albeit with very little grace. He was polite to the first reporter in an impressive act of self-control; he told the third to piss off out of his shop or be kicked out; and he didn’t even look up when, after lunch, someone walked up to his desk and said, “May I have a word, Mr. Darling?”

“Not one you can print.”

“I’m afraid I need to talk to you.”

“Sod off, sunshine. I’ve nothing to say.”

“I think you do.”

Will looked up then, to see a vaguely familiar man in his late forties or so. “Who are you?”

“Bill Merton. We met briefly in March, if you recall.”

Will did now. This man worked for the Private Bureau, and he’d been one of those at Etchil after Lord Waring’s death. He sprang up. “Right, yes, hello. All right, we’re closing,” he added to the shop at large and ushered out a couple of protesting customers. “Sorry about that. There’s been a lot of journalists.”

“Tiresome for you. What are you up to, Mr. Darling?”

“Me? Nothing.”

Merton folded his arms. “‘You’ was a plural. First Kim Secretan’s brother put paid to this man Fairfax, then you turned up interrogating George Yoxall about him. Please don’t ask me to believe those things are unrelated.”

Will folded his own arms, since two could play at that game, and leaned against a bookcase for good measure. “Why are you asking me and not Kim?”

“Because from what I hear, you are the more reasonable of the pair. Although that’s not saying much.”

“I don’t know. I have my moments.”

“I’ve also heard that. Could we sit?” He waited for Will to wave him to a chair, then went on in a friendlier tone. “I’m not here to cause trouble, Mr. Darling. Aside from anything else, Jimmy Yoxall would have my hide; he remembers you with affection. I just want to know what’s going on.”

“Is this an official visit?”

Merton rocked a hand. “Call it personal. Young George is an honorary nephew of whom I’m extremely fond, and since chaos tends to follow in your and Secretan’s wake, I’d like a friendly chat before anything catches up with us.”

“I could do that,” Will said slowly, because his mind was racing. “If you’ll tell me something too.”

“I don’t buy pigs in pokes. If you’re reasonable with me, I’ll speak to you within reason.”

That was probably as good as he’d get. “All right. I wanted to talk to Mr. Yoxall because he told the police Fairfax had been blackmailing him.”

“He did tell them that. I wasn’t aware they were taking him seriously.”

“Doesn’t sound like they are. I don’t know why not.” He probably did, though, having briefly worked in the same shop as Maisie. There had been a floor manager who hadn’t wanted to hear anything she said, no matter how useful, because to do so would have acknowledged her value. “It’s a pretty obvious motive for the murder. But it’s not only a motive for Lord Chingford.”

Merton’s jaw hardened. “If you’re looking to point the finger at George—”

Will held up both hands. “I’m not. His business doesn’t sound like anything to kill over, and I wouldn’t say he’s the murdering sort.”

Merton relaxed a little. “Not that one can always tell, but no, he’s not.”

“All I meant was, blackmailers don’t just blackmail one person, do they? If he tried it on with Mr. Yoxall, who’s to say he didn’t have other victims in the Symposium?”

“Such as Chingford.”

“And maybe more,” Will said. “I keep hearing how this place is all chums together, chatting away in their safe private space. Sounds like a breeding ground for blackmail if you ask me. Everyone seems happy to agree Chingford did it and not look at who else might have wanted to. You can’t blame Kim for not accepting that.”

“Is he attempting to prove Chingford’s innocence?”

“He’s looking into what happened,” Will temporised. “Who Fairfax really was. And that’s what I’ve got a question about.”

“Fairfax? I can’t help you there.”

“No. What I want to know is—” He took a deep breath. “Did you pick up all the Zodiac inner circle? Are they all accounted for?”

Merton’s brows rose. “That seems something of a non sequitur, Mr. Darling.”

He knew that one; it meant it doesn’t follow. He’d also become familiar with the many ways in which Kim didn’t answer questions, enough to recognise one in the wild. He crossed his fingers behind his back for luck. “Then tell me this: have you got Virgo yet?”

Merton looked at him, blinked once, and said, crisply, “Speak to me.”

“You speak to me first,” Will said. “I know how you lot operate. I’ll play fair, don’t worry. We’re on the same side.”

Merton thought about that for an unflatteringly long time. Finally he said, “No. No, since you ask, we have not picked them all up, or anything like. We managed to identify three from Waring’s papers, but the rest are still out there.”

“Three?” Will demanded. “Is that all? What the blazes—”

“—do you pay your taxes for?” Merton completed. “You may well ask. DS isn’t any more impressed than you, if that’s any consolation. But Waring was a cautious man, and particularly with his more valuable colleagues—the ones who made money, rather than the ones who had a mission. The latter were fairly easy to collect, as fanatics usually are. The useful ones, including the well-born and high-placed gentlemen, not so much.”

Will had spent a few days as the prisoner of one of Zodiac’s fanatical members, a man who’d believed in the organisation’s stated mission to tear down the structures of power. He didn’t remember the period fondly, but at least Libra had had principles. “So you arrested the ones who wanted to change the world, but the ones who were just in it to get rich have got away clean,” he said. “Sounds about right. What about Virgo?”

“Virgo is one of those who got away,” Merton said. “What do you know?”

“I don’t know anything for sure, but Fairfax had a wrist tattoo. Kim saw it.”

Merton’s brows rose. “I would have expected word of that to reach us.”

“It was a mermaid, and nothing like a Zodiac one, if that’s what you had people looking for. Bigger, Kim said, with thick lines. But Fairfax wasn’t in the Navy, he was a fifty-year-old retired banker, so why did he have a mermaid on his wrist?”

Merton got there quick. “To cover up a smaller image of a woman, you mean?”

“I can’t swear to it. Maybe we’re wrong. But he was a blackmailer, and someone killed him in a pretty nasty way, and—you know, Lord Waring and John Cheveley were Symposium members, just like Fairfax. It doesn’t prove he was Zodiac, but—”

“Straws in the wind. Secretan has rather a knack for catching at those. Why did he not bring this to us at once?”

“Because you sacked him,” Will said. “And it could be nothing. The Met have searched Fairfax’s house and not found anything suspicious.”

“No, they wouldn’t. Thank you very much, Mr. Darling. If you should come across anything that might be of interest to the Bureau in the course of your investigation—”

“That’s up to Kim.”

“I’d hope both you and he would see your duty clear.”

“If you want duty off people, don’t sack them.”

“That’s all very well.” Merton hesitated. “Oh, curse it. There’s something you should probably know. They’re regrouping.”

“Re— What, Zodiac?” Will said, the hairs prickling on his neck. “They’re starting up again? Are you serious?” He’d assumed the organisation had collapsed after Waring’s death. Mind you, he’d assumed someone had arrested the bastards, which would have helped. “What’s happened?”

“Nothing tangible. Not yet. But a few weeks ago we had an approach from the man we suspected to be Pisces. He came to us hinting darkly that one of Waring’s inner circle has appointed himself the new master, with a mission to revive the organisation. It’s Leo, he said, not that that gets us further forward since we haven’t a clue who that is. He said Leo had plans he couldn’t stomach, and he wanted to get out.”

“What the hell is a plan one of Zodiac couldn’t stomach? Considering the things they did—”

“I don’t know, but I don’t like it any more than you do,” Merton said. “Pisces offered all the information we needed, but demanded full immunity, protection, and a substantial payment in exchange. DS sent him off with a flea in his ear to consider his position. He was dead the next day.”

“Jesus. How?”

“Fell under a train. You might recall that Zodiac had a knack for making their enemies fall under trains.”

“I remember,” Will said, and then, “Wait a minute. Train, a few weeks ago? Didn’t a Member of Parliament—”

“My point is,” Merton said over him, “one of Waring’s lieutenants has appointed himself general in a fairly ruthless manner, has plans that are putting the wind up his old colleagues, and isn’t wearing kid gloves. We don’t know much more than that yet. Of course, if you’re wrong and Fairfax wasn’t Virgo, none of this is relevant to you. But if he was—well, I felt you should know before Secretan walks you both into a minefield.”

“Thank you,” Will said wholeheartedly. “Thank you very much.”

“My pleasure. Anything else? In that case, since we’ve now concluded business, Jimmy asked me to pass on that he will drop in when he’s next in London, and find out if you’re still wielding your Jerry pig-sticker. That’s a direct quote, by the way.”

It was also clearly a question, so Will opened the desk drawer and produced the Messer, his beloved trench knife with its eight-inch blade. 

“Good Lord, what a thing,” Merton said. “I see why that would be effective. Did you carve the handle yourself?”

Will shook his head. “Beyond me. The bloke who did this was an artist.”

“May I?” Merton balanced the Messer in his palm. “Lovely piece. Odd how we make tools of death into beautiful things. My sister has strong words on that—she’s a shot, and likes her guns severely plain. She says the gunsmith’s art should be about efficiency, not ornament.”

“I’m with her, mostly. I picked this up for the blade. The German knives were far better than anything we got.”

“I recall Jimmy’s complaints about supplies.”

The British army had never issued a proper trench knife; soldiers had been forced to make or buy their own. Will had held strong views on being expected to pay his own way to Jerry’s trenches. “Captain Yoxall bought us knuckleduster knives with his own money, did you know? Flaming unwieldy things, and not much use really, but it was a nice thought. Or you’d be sent over with a sharpened stake, or a push dagger you’d banged out of a broken bayonet. I felt a lot happier once I had a real knife in my hand.” He took the Messer back: he didn’t much like other people holding it. “But I like the carving too. It makes it personal.” 

If he’d been talking to Kim, he might have said more about that. About how every time he used the Messer, the carving reminded him of the artist who’d died at his hands. About why you ought to treat a killing weapon as special and important, because what it did changed the world irreversibly. Kim would listen to that, understand it was complicated, and probably have a quotation at the ready to crystallise Will’s feelings into thoughts. Will wouldn’t fear how he’d sound if he talked about this with Kim. 

But Merton wasn’t Kim. So Will told him a story about Captain Yoxall instead, and Merton asked a couple of questions about another story which Will could assure him wasn’t exaggerated. They spoke for a few minutes longer, and parted on excellent terms, considering how the conversation had started. 

Will went to the door with him as a courtesy, and also so he could lock up after. There was a man lurking outside with a soft hat pulled down over his face, and he had no desire to deal with any more journalists. 
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His first order of business was to phone Kim, and pray he answered. He got Peacock, who put him through after a brief delay. 

“Will?” Kim demanded. “Great minds again, I was just about to call.”

“I’ve got new. Big news.”

“So do I. Can you come over?”

“Back way all right?”

“No, the bastards have cottoned on to it. There’s photographers at both ends— Hold on.” Muffled voices, which was odd because Will wasn’t sure who he’d be talking to, then Kim came back on the line. “Right. Wear a flat cap and that ghastly old mac over something decent, bring a box of books or what-have-you, and turn up at the front at, let’s say twenty past two on the dot. Don’t be early or late, and you should be able to slip in unseen. You’ll know how.”

He hung up. Will stared at the receiver, wondering what the hell Kim had to be so chirpy about, because that had sounded for all the world like suppressed excitement in his voice. Then he stopped wondering and went to get ready. He had his orders. 

He took the tram and walked up Holborn at a leisurely pace towards Gerrard Mansions, a brown paper parcel of books under his arm. He’d come disguised as a deliveryman before, but round the back. He wondered what Kim was up to now. 

It didn’t take long to see the diversion. There was a commotion outside the building, a scrum of half a dozen men with cameras and more with notebooks, all clustered around and shouting. It didn’t sound hostile, though: more like excitement. He got closer, saw a flash of colour, an elegant turn of a head—

It was Phoebe. Phoebe Stephens-Prince herself, standing like the mannequin she’d been and posing for the Press in a dress of startling brevity. And next to her, spectacular in red and wearing something that Will had to assume was a hat because it was on her head, was Maisie Jones. 

Will didn’t drop the parcel and run, or shout her name, or stand and gape. He did miss a step, but anyone might do that given Phoebe’s legs and Maisie’s bosom, both emphasised by Paris fashions. He recovered himself, touched his cap in a polite sort of way as he passed the baying gaggle of reporters—Why are you visiting Lord Arthur, Miss Stephens-Prince? Is the engagement back on?—and got up to the door without anyone bothering to look at him. The doorman did look, gave a tiny twitch of a grin, and let him in without a word. 

Kim must have been waiting by his front door. He opened it at the first knock, and the look of unalloyed joy on his face was such that Will dropped his books, grabbed him, and kissed him ferociously. Kim staggered back at the impact, clinging to him, laughing in his mouth. Will pulled away after an enthusiastic moment to get a proper look at him and the sparkle in his eyes. 

“She came back,” Kim said. “She came. She read a British newspaper, saw I was in trouble, and they took a private aeroplane to Croydon this morning.”

“I bloody told you.” Will hugged him hard. “They’ll be back up, right?”

“As soon as the Press has been pandered to. I imagine there will be a great deal of newspaper interest in her return, but needs must, and as Phoebe said, we may as well take advantage of it. On which, dear God, I have wanted you here.”

Will kissed him again with an intense sensation of relief out of all proportion to the elapsed time since he’d seen him. It probably wasn’t what he should be doing first; he didn’t care. It felt important, even urgent, to snatch this moment back from the outside world and feel Kim aflame with uncomplicated happiness. 

They were still kissing when the door opened and a cloud of chiffon, powder, and perfume announced Phoebe. “Oops! So sorry, Kim. Will, darling, how utterly glorious to see you!”

Will reeled back from Phoebe’s scented embrace into a bear hug as Maisie caught him round the chest. “Oh, you. Missed you.”

“You too,” Will said wholeheartedly. “Blimey, it’s good to see you. Where did you two spring from?”

“Paris, darling,” they said in cut-glass chorus, and burst into giggles. Maisie grabbed his hand. “Come on. Let’s sit down.”

“Yes, and Kim, darling, cocktails at once,” Phoebe ordered. “Of course it isn’t too early, don’t be silly. Goodness knows we need a drink. We came over in the most appallingly tiny machine—with a lady pilot, I’ll have you know, in trousers—and it was positively terrifying, not to mention that my mother will find out any moment that I’m back and want to know why we aren’t staying with her as if that isn’t obvious.”

“Are you not?” Kim said, and then, “You aren’t staying here, are you?”

“Certainly not, darling, we’re at the Savoy. Now tell me at once—sorry, Will, darling, but we’ve already done the how-are-yous with Kim and I know Maisie is dying to tell you everything but we did fly over here for the Chingford catastrophe, so let’s just launch into that and then we can catch up on everything afterwards.”

Will glanced at Maisie, who gave him a laughing nod. “Carry on.”

“Wonderful. Now, what on earth has he done this time?”

“Murder,” Kim said, and summarised the situation crisply while he mixed sidecars. 

Phoebe made a face of profound disgust at the end. “Really, he is the most appalling nuisance. You don’t think he’ll hang, do you?”

“I am exceedingly concerned he will.”

Phoebe glanced at Will, who was on the sofa with Maisie. He opened his hands to indicate I know, we’re buggered. “Oh, but no. That won’t do at all. Your father—”

“If you have any ideas on how to avert it, I’m all ears.” Kim handed glasses round. 

“But you’re doing something, aren’t you?”

“Trying to. Will discovered that Fairfax, the victim, was not the blameless innocent of the newspaper reports”—at this, Maisie sat up very straight—“but a blackmailer. That opens the door to the possibility of other culprits, but it also offers an obvious motive for Chingford. Motive, fingerprints, presence at the scene of the crime, and it would suit everyone if this could be tidied away promptly. Except for Chingford, of course, and my father, and me. I wonder if we have been so united as a family before.”

“But haven’t the police got evidence of other victims?”

“Not a scrap,” Kim said. “They have the testimony of one chap he tried it on with, which the Inspector in charge is now taking rather more seriously, but that’s only so much to go on. The Inspector also says they have been through Fairfax’s house with a fine-tooth comb and found nothing that casts a bad light on the man. He paid his taxes. He was a blameless bachelor, or at least divorcee. No wine, women, song, or unexplained sums in his bank account. He didn’t have a little black book of victims, or if he did, they haven’t found it.”

“But—” Will and Maisie said at once. He glanced at her. She said, “I’ve something to say, but you go first.”

“But.” Will felt bad about raising this in front of Phoebe, but Kim needed to know and they were, or ought to be, finished with lies. “The thing is, he had a tattoo on his wrist. A funny sort of one—”

“The Zodiac people?” Maisie said on an inhale.

“It could have been a Zodiac one, possibly. Or it could have been perfectly innocent,” Kim said, with a frown at Will that clearly communicated he would have gone for the lie of omission. 

“It could be, yes. But I spoke to a chap from the Private Bureau today—”

“I beg your pardon?” Kim said. “What the hell do you mean, you spoke to the Bureau?”

“—and he said there’s several Zodiac they haven’t yet accounted for. Out there, not arrested. And—”

“Just a moment. You think this man Fairfax was one of—of my father’s people?” Phoebe asked, very calmly. “I didn’t recognise him from the photograph.”

“You wouldn’t have known most of them,” Kim said. “Waring didn’t let one hand know what the other was doing.”

“They kept secrets,” Maisie put in. “Lived double lives.”

“Indeed. But let me repeat—”

“Hold on, hold on,” Will said. “I hadn’t finished. The thing is, it’s not just that Zodiac are still out there. They’re coming back.” 

Kim’s entire body locked still, a cat that had just seen a mouse scuttle by. “What?”

Will repeated what Merton had told him. Kim’s eyes were blazing by the time he’d finished. “My God. My God.”

“But you put a stop to them,” Phoebe said. “Wasn’t that what it was all about before? They were meant to be stopped!”

She put out a hand. Maisie grabbed it. “And what are they up to that this man couldn’t be part of? They wanted to spread some awful disease to whole cities before, so what is it now?”

“That’s for the Private Bureau to discover,” Kim said, voice quelling at her note of alarm. “They have a number of well-trained and well-supported agents who will be working on this, and they won’t need or want me sticking my oar in. The relevant point here is that if Fairfax was Virgo, and if someone is trying to revive the organisation, and eliminating members who have cold feet—if this was, in fact, a Zodiac killing—” 

“Oh, no, no,” Phoebe said. “Surely not.”

“Not what, Fee?”

“Not Chingford. He can’t be one of them. Daddy wouldn’t have trusted him to ring for sandwiches.”

Will’s jaw dropped. Kim said, “I...didn’t mean that. Dear God. No, I can’t see it. He’s every bit selfish enough to join, but far too stupid and loud-mouthed to be let in.”

“Darling, you’re bewildering me. If Fairfax was killed because he was one of them, by one of them, but Chingford wasn’t one of them—”

“Then maybe Chingford didn’t do it,” Maisie said. “Is that what you meant, Kim?”

“Think about it. Leo is taking over as the new master. He has ambitions, a new plan, and he contacts the scattered members of Zodiac to let them know that they are once again under orders. That might be a very unpleasant thought if you were you’d spent the last four months worrying about being caught and attempting to hide your guilt. Or if you just wanted to count your money, and Leo was the fanatical type with some murderous scheme. We know his proposal didn’t go down well with the fellow who tried to turn King’s Evidence. Suppose it didn’t go down well with Fairfax either?”

“He’d already had his tattoo covered up, and he was doing nicely for himself,” Will said. “He didn’t want to be called back in, but he’d be for the chop if he refused, so he decided to run instead. Is that why he tried it on with Yoxall, for a bit of extra cash to fund his escape? Only Leo got him first.”

“With a vicious killing, brutal enough to make sure everyone hears about it, but a neat scapegoat in Chingford,” Kim agreed. “If a new master was looking to assert his power, wouldn’t that be a way to do it? Kill the defector, and make another man—a wealthy, well-born one—take the blame in a spectacular public manner. Demonstrate to the people who need to fear you that disobedience will be fatal, and you can get to them, whoever they are. It’s perfect.”

“Well, it might be,” Will said. “Only, first, Chingford still had a good reason to kill him, and second, we don’t actually know Fairfax was Virgo.”

“Spoilsport.” Kim sat back. “You’re right of course, and this is the problem. The Met have found nothing suspicious, and my chances of persuading them that this clearly blameless man was leading a double life, without any evidence—”

“Yes, but—” Phoebe came in.

“Yes, but he was!” Maisie said over her. “That’s what I wanted to tell you! It’s why we came, quite apart from Phoebe wanting to be a support, because I knew there was something funny going on when I saw the papers.” She paused dramatically. “His name wasn’t Fairfax!”

Kim blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

“I mean, it might have been,” Maisie said, slightly less dramatically. “It wasn’t only Fairfax, is what I mean. He called himself Mr. Alderney.”

Kim’s expression was a thing of beauty. Will said, “Called himself that when, Maise?”

“To Florrie Jacobs. She was in the millinery department with me at Liberty’s. Awfully pretty. I never met him—nobody did, she never so much as mentioned a gentleman friend at work—but all the newspapers are using a studio photograph of him, and it’s the one Florrie had on her mantel at home. I came round to her lodgings once or twice when she had ’flu, you see, and she told me all about it in confidence when she was feeling very low. Poor girl, she wasn’t supposed to talk about him to anyone because he’d said he was going to divorce his wife for her, and if people found out about her, she might end up in court and he didn’t want that. So she had to keep quiet till he was ready, he said, and she did. She wasn’t very bright.”

“Fairfax divorced in 1920, but there’s no record of a second marriage,” Kim said. “Where is this woman now?” 

“We lost touch when I left Liberty’s to go to Villette. I did hear she’d gone off to get married, though I don’t know if it’s true.” 

“An unofficial marriage, a second name...a second home?” Kim said. “One where he could keep his papers. A secret life—Maisie, you are a miracle. Can you find her?”

Maisie blinked. “Me?”

“You know her, you know who she mixed with. You’ll have contacts and friends who might talk. Use them.”

“Oh, darling, we can, can’t we?” Phoebe said. “Surely.”

“I suppose we can try.” Maisie’s eyes were bright with excitement. “Might it really be important?”

“If we can steal a march on the police and the Bureau? I will shower you in diamonds and take you to the Italian Riviera.”

“You will do no such thing, Kim Secretan,” Phoebe said. “Keep your hands where they belong. When shall we start?”

“Now.” Kim was quivering with barely suppressed tension, a greyhound desperate for the traps to open. “Whatever you can find, whatever you need to put in motion. Find her.”

“He meant to say please,” Will said. 

“We know,” Phoebe assured him. “Suppose we go and start looking, and meet you for dinner—”

“Will here do? I can’t go out to eat with my brother arrested for murder.”

“Nonsense, darling, we’ll have a private room at the Savoy. I shall order one for, shall we say eight? And then we can catch up properly.” 

The ladies departed in a flurry of expensive swishy material. Will looked at the shut door and said, “Bloody hell.”

“What part?”

“All of it. What do you think about this? Do you really reckon he was Virgo?”

“I’ll be damned disappointed if he wasn’t.”

“And does that make it any less likely Chingford killed him?”

“Yes, well, that’s the question. It’s a plausible alternative, which is as good as it’s got for a while.” Kim tapped his fingers together. “The Symposium–Zodiac connection is becoming overwhelming. I need a great deal more information on that front.”

Knowle and Mitra wouldn’t be helping with that after Will’s performance the other day. He felt a pang of guilt. “Do you think you can get it?”

“By circuitous means, possibly.” Kim went over and pushed the bell. “Tell me again what Bill Merton was doing at the bookshop.”

“Looking out for Yoxall. Wasn’t he?”

“He also found out what we know, and gave you some useful information. I wonder which of those things was his main purpose. Ah, Peacock.” Kim turned as the manservant entered. “I’ve a job for you.”

“What does your lordship require?”

“Do you happen to know anyone at the Symposium?”

“Not personally, I fear.”

“Would you care to make some new friends?”

Peacock looked less than thrilled. “Anyone in particular, my lord?”

“Start with Quiller, the Chief Steward. He knows everyone and everything. Been there nearly fifty years, man and boy. He was with Knowle, the Secretary, while someone murdered Fairfax just around the corner.”

“How exciting, Lord Arthur,” Peacock said without a flicker. “May I ask the purpose?”

“Lord Waring and Johnnie Cheveley were both Symposium members. It now seems that Fairfax may have been Zodiac too. I want to find out more.”

Peacock raised one brow a fraction of an inch. “Mr. Fairfax?”

“Possibly. It’s also possible there may be another Zodiac member still in there. We’re looking for someone who had private conversations with some or all of that lot. See what you can find out.”

Peacock didn’t suck air through his teeth like a dismayed builder, but he managed to give that impression anyway. “The Chief Steward is obliged to be exceedingly discreet.”

“You have an unlimited gin and bribery budget. Handle it however you choose, and see what you can do. Take your time. I’m dining out tonight.”

Peacock bowed and withdrew. Will shook his head. “You reckon he’s going to charm Quiller into talking?”

“Never underestimate a really good butler.”

“I’ll take your word for it. You’ve got everyone doing your job today, haven’t you?”

“Set a milliner to catch a milliner,” Kim said. “Anyway, they can’t do worse than me.” 
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Chapter Nine
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Two days later, Will was in the bookshop, waiting for news. 

It had been a quiet day so far, with no journalists. Chingford had been released on bail into his father’s custody at the family home. Lord Flitby had applied his considerable weight to a lot of toes to achieve that. 

Kim hadn’t been permitted to speak to his brother. Peacock had struck up an acquaintance with Quiller but had nothing to report as yet. Maisie and Phoebe were looking for Florrie Jacobs. And Will was doing absolutely nothing except sitting around selling books. It was getting on his wick. 

At least they’d had that glorious night at the Savoy, the four of them in a private room talking and laughing as Maisie and Phoebe fell over one another to describe their Parisian adventures. Kim had booked a room in the hotel, so he and Will had retired upstairs at the end of the night and claimed themselves a brief bit of privacy before Will had had to slink off home. 

That had been wonderful. The hours since then had not. It was getting on for the evening of a second completely uneventful day and he was twitching for the lack of action. 

Lack of action, lack of Kim. He wanted to be right there, involved, knowing what was going on; he needed to be there if the news was bad and the hope forlorn. He wanted to be with Kim, full stop. Boredom made you horny, he supposed, but he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about their night at the Savoy. Kim had been flown on wine but drunk on happiness, glittering with hope and pleasure, and the way they’d made love afterwards... Kim had whispered, Make me burn, and Will had done his best, and the way Kim had responded was still tingling through him.

On that thought, he fished out the book of poems Kim had given him from his desk drawer. He’d made it a brown paper jacket earlier, since people in bookshops were blasted nosey about books, and he didn’t particularly want to be caught with an obscene publication, still less have someone try to buy it off him.

He went back to the first poem Kim had read him. He’d done that a few times now. 

God! I shall faint with pain, I hide my face

For shame. I am disturbed, I cannot rise

I breathe hard with thy breath; thy quick embrace

Crushes; thy teeth are agony—pain dies

In deadly passion. Ah! You come—you kill me!

Christ! God! Bite! Bite! Ah Bite! Love’s fountains fill me.

He didn’t quite know how to think of it. It was obscene, he supposed, but it wasn’t dirty. Erotic, maybe. It was... Honestly, it was bloody like how Kim was when Will fucked him, taking a kind of deliberate pleasure in things he wasn’t meant to like. It gave him a disturbingly bare sensation, as if someone else had witnessed the intimacy between them in all its rawness. 

He hadn’t realised you could write about fucking like that. There was cheap filth, and there was stuff like Women in Love, which had been accused of obscenity as if anyone could find the good bits in all that waffle. Will had given up on page seventeen. The point was, he’d always thought you could have Pornography or you could have Literature. He hadn’t believed you could do both at once. 

Things I might say myself if I could write love poems, Kim had said. It felt like he had written these, for Will. 

He still couldn’t believe anyone had published this, especially twenty years ago or however long it was. The blighters had nerve. He leafed idly to the front of the book to check the imprint page, and stopped dead.

There was writing on the title page. He hadn’t seen that before. It wouldn’t have occurred to him anyone would be fool enough to write their own sodding name in a book like this. 

Will—

I hope you find some of these as snugly up your alley as I find you up mine.

‘I will neither delay nor dissemble’

—Kim

Will clapped the book shut, as though the mere existence of the words might make them visible to his customers. Jesus. What had Kim been thinking, writing that down? He must be off his rocker. 

He reopened it cautiously to check. Yes: it was that bad. And what was the message supposed to mean? The second part, that was. He got the first half well enough, just like anyone else who read it would. Bloody idiot. 

‘I will neither delay nor dissemble’. Dissemble meant lie, and Kim had promised not to lie to him any more after the Etchil business. He’d said it seriously, and Will had chosen to trust him, and that had mattered a lot to them both. He didn’t need it repeating, and he wasn’t sure why Kim would.

It was a quotation, so context would probably help. He flicked through White Stains, trying not to remember the many other books he’d searched because of bloody Kim, and found the line half way through. 

I will neither delay nor dissemble

But utter my love in thine ear

Though my voice and my countenance tremble

With a passion past pity and fear...

Will was still looking at that when the phone rang. 

He put the book back in its drawer alongside the Messer before answering. “Darling’s Used and—”

“We’ve got him.” 

“Kim?”

“We—have—got—him,” Kim enunciated. “Fairfax. We have the bastard. Get over here. Come in round the back. The vultures seem to have gone, and to hell with them if they haven’t.”
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HE ARRIVED AT KIM’S place at a flat run, to find the rest of them gathered with cocktails. “What’s going on?” he demanded. “What have you done? How?”

“Hello, darling,” Phoebe said, giving him a kiss. “Sit down, have a drink, and let us tell you all about it. Maisie’s been quite brilliant. Start from the beginning, darling, he needs to know how clever you are.”

Maisie looked immensely pleased with herself. “Oh my goodness, Will, you have no idea how much work that was. I shall never become a private detective. First we asked dozens of milliners about Florrie. Everyone I know, and almost everyone they knew: I think I’ve spoken to half the hat girls in London. And we got nowhere at all. It was extraordinary, as if she’d dropped off the face of the earth. I started to feel quite worried.”

“It was awfully odd,” Phoebe agreed. “I even had dear Harry check that delightful little Devon place for us. You know, where they keep notes on what everybody does.”

“Somerset House,” Kim said. “Births, marriages, and deaths. It’s on the Strand.”

“She knows,” Maisie said. “And Florrie wasn’t registered dead, so we kept on asking. And finally someone said they thought she’d gone to Clapham.”

“Exactly where one would install a mistress,” Phoebe put in. “It’s so perfectly bourgeois.”

“And since that was the best we had, we went to Clapham this morning, to see what we might find out.”

“Just Clapham?” Will said. “That was your only lead?”

“Brace yourself,” Kim told him. “It gets worse.”

Maisie looked remarkably smug. “Well, on the way there, it struck me that she must have needed a black hat. Or at least, she would if she was still with him, and if she wasn’t then it wouldn’t be much use finding her, would it? But even if they hadn’t made it official—”

“—which we thought not, because I went back to Somerset House myself and had a lovely little man check weddings for me under Mr. Fairfax’s other name, whatever it was again, and there wasn’t one—”

“—she would surely do the decent thing. And one wouldn’t want to be trimming and dyeing under those circumstances, would one, or going into Town either, and Florrie would never wear an outdated hat, not for mourning. So we started asking at every milliner’s in Clapham for a very beautiful woman who’d just bought a black hat.”

“I know,” Kim said, answering Will’s expression. “I stand amazed at their work ethic.”

“You can stand us lunch,” Phoebe told him. “Honestly, my feet.”

“And we managed to get some customer addresses out of a few shops, which wasn’t easy but we were dreadfully chic at them and talked about Paris and bought hats to soften them up—”

Phoebe made a noise suggestive of suffering. “Too hideous, darling.”

“And we went to two wrong houses, which was awfully discouraging and rather embarrassing, walking in on people in mourning like that. And then at the third one there was Florrie at the door.”

“Positively tear-stained, the poor child,” Phoebe said. “Really, that man, abandoning her like that without a word. I’m furious with him.”

“He couldn’t help being murdered,” Will protested.

“Nonsense. She was hopelessly bewildered and really desperate to talk to someone—”

“Oh, she was not,” Maisie said. “She tried to shut the door on me, and she was positive she couldn’t speak to us or anyone at first. But Phoebe got to her. Everyone adores Phoebe.” 

“Darling, it was you,” Phoebe said. “You’ve a positive genius for understanding people, and making them understand. She trusted you.” 

“But you utterly charmed her—”

“You both put the Spanish Inquisition in the shade,” Kim said. “Get on with it before Will explodes.”

Phoebe pulled a face at him. “Anyway, once she’d started talking, she blurted it all out. She’s very pretty indeed, but perhaps not awfully bright.”

“Thick as day-old porridge,” Maisie said. “She told us all about how he’d set her up in the villa. ‘He was so good to me,’ she kept saying. He came to her twice a week usually, but said she wasn’t to worry if he didn’t turn up for a while, and she was never to look for him or contact anyone about him, just to trust he’d come back when he was ready. He said it was to protect her because of him being married. And she believed him! Not just that, but she was proud of herself about it. Even when she read about the murder in the papers, with photographs of him under a different name, for heaven’s sake, she didn’t contact the police, or try to find out what would happen to her or anything! She just sat there! She kept saying he’d promised she’d always be looked after and she wasn’t to tell anyone about him, so she hadn’t. I’ve never seen anything so hopeless in my life.”

“We asked if he had a study or papers at her house and she said, yes, he used to work here,” Phoebe said. “I said my friend could help look at them—I’d already telephoned Kim, of course—and she refused point blank. Nobody was ever to look inside his study, and that was that.”

“Would you believe, she didn’t even know whose name the house was in, or if it would be hers!” Maisie bristled with outrage. “I asked if she was the beneficiary on his insurance, and you won’t believe this: she said his wife would get that. I said, why? And it turned out she didn’t know he was divorced! She was sure he was still married, because he’d told her he couldn’t get a divorce, and if he was free he’d have married her. Honestly, I could have shaken the girl.”

“At this point, I turned up,” Kim said. “Whereupon I was given the pleasure of informing Miss Jacobs that the will and insurance documents under his real name had been found, that she was not mentioned, and that he’d been a free man for some years. She took it poorly.”

“Oh, it was far better for you to tell her,” Phoebe said. “That way we could comfort her and agree on how dreadful men are. And she was quite right to be furious, although perhaps not at you. But once we had her angry at Fairfax rather than at Kim for telling her about him, which I admit did take a little while, she said he could look in the study to see if there was any useful information there. Of course it was locked, and she didn’t even have a key to the room. In her own house! Really, the whole business made me want to chain myself to railings and throw myself under a horse.”

“You got in?” Will asked. 

“Picked the lock and found Aladdin’s cave,” Kim said. “There was correspondence with various interesting people, including names I knew. Account books that showed a great deal of money moving around, names and sums in a notebook, a fascinating-looking ledger kept entirely in code for which I have very high hopes, and a stash of banknotes. He was Zodiac, Will.”

“And we think he was planning to run away, like you guessed,” Maisie added. “For one thing, he hadn’t visited Florrie for a fortnight before he died, which Kim said sounds like he didn’t want to lead anyone there. For another, it turns out he’d put a whacking great lot of money in her bank account just last week, which might be why he needed to make more.”

“That calmed her down a little, once Kim told her,” Phoebe said. “And made me feel I could forgive him. At least he’d thought about her.”

“Well, yes,” Kim said. “Although, if that was what led to him getting killed—”

“Do shush, darling.” 

Will looked between the ladies. “This is incredible. Blimey. You two.”

“We are rather wonderful,” Phoebe said modestly. 

“All in a day’s work,” Maisie added. “Anything else we can do while we’re about it?”

“If there is, we’re not doing it tonight. We have dinner with Lucile in—oh my goodness!” Phoebe shrieked. “Maisie, we have to be there in an hour and we aren’t dressed! Kim, you are the most awful nuisance.” 

“And you are a miracle,” Kim told Phoebe, as Will gave Maisie a hug that didn’t come close to conveying his feelings. “A pair of miracles, and I will buy you a lunch to end all lunches. Give Lucile my love.”

The girls hurried off in a whirl of goodbyes. Will turned to Kim as the door shut. “Bloody hell.”

“Quite. We’re ahead, Will, for the first time in all this. I could sing. I won’t, to spare you distress, but I could.”

“So what do we do now? Take it to the police? The Private Bureau?”

“I’ll tell you what we’re going to do.” Kim grabbed his lapels. “We are going to celebrate, which is to say I’m going to suck you till you can’t bear another second, and then you are going to fuck me through the floor.”

He slid to his knees as he spoke. Will shut his eyes for a few moments, enjoying the feel of Kim’s hands sliding over his thighs, between and up, stroking him through the cloth. Taking his time, so Will was hard and ready before Kim undid the first button. He had to look then, because he loved watching Kim suck him, and inhaled sharply as Kim’s mouth made contact and his lips slid along Will’s length. He really did like a prick in his mouth, a fact that never failed to get Will going. 

He took a hold of the sleek hair. “Jesus. That’s good. Ah God, Kim, you bloody beauty. Tell me you love it.”

“You know I do,” Kim mumbled around him. “Make me feel it.”

Will tightened his grip, thrusting forward into Kim’s half-strangled groan. Fucked that tender, greedy mouth, and pushed Kim’s head forward too as he did it, just a little bit rough because Kim liked it rough, and he’d be stiff as a post being handled like this. A strong man’s love is my delight.

“You like it like this?” he whispered.

“All of it. Harder.”

“I’ll give you harder. Ah, no, too much, stop.”

Kim pulled his mouth away. Will had left it a bit late, and was forced to give himself a sharp squeeze and a few seconds to force the surge of desire down. “Jesus. Got something?”

“Oil.”

“Then get over that table.”

Kim kicked off clothing that deserved better treatment as Will stripped with equal lack of ceremony. He bent forward. Will opened the bottle and dribbled a few drops down the base of his spine, then ran his fingers up and down the smooth skin, caressing the vertebrae. “Christ, your back’s gorgeous,” he murmured, half to himself. 

More oil, this time applied lower, so it dripped into the divide of his arse. Kim whimpered. Will pushed his fingers down, up and down, enjoying the slide over skin, then gave in to temptation and pushed his spit-wet cock up to rub against the slickness. “Oh, yes. I’m going to have you so hard.”

“Promises,” Kim said, strangled. 

“Give me time.” He slid his hand over and down, found his way, and pushed his prick into Kim’s tight heat. 

“God!”

“This is the bit I love,” Will told him, leaning in. “When I’ve got you like a glove puppet.”

Kim choked. Will said, “What? It’s exactly like. I can make you move just how I—”

“Jesus!” Kim yelped, as Will hit the sweet spot. “Bastard!”

“Give it up,” Will whispered. “All of it. I want you desperate.”

“I—need—this.” Kim was jerking the words out. “And I gave it up to you—a long time ago.”

Will had an arm round his waist, holding him close. Kim’s body was hot and yielding, and Will’s skin felt a size too tight. “Christ. I want to see your face. How you look when I do this.”

“How do I look?”

Will could have said something harsh or vulgar then; Kim enjoyed that. What came out of his mouth was, “Beautiful.”

There was a tiny, endless silence, then Kim said, “Floor,” which was reasonable, since the table was more expensive than sturdy. Will hauled him up and around, and kissed him hard enough to bruise. Kim pulled him down so they crashed to the rug, kissing wildly, limbs everywhere, Kim wrapping himself around Will with octopus urgency. Cock to cock, mouth to mouth, heart to heart. The need and longing pulsed through him, dizzying. 

Kim’s hand slid over his arse and squeezed. Will knelt up over him. “Tell me what you want.”

“Fuck me. Watch me. Make me beautiful.”

Will’s chest closed like a fist. He pushed himself up in silence, reached for the oil to slick himself again, took the weight of Kim’s long legs over his shoulders. Watched his face as he waited; watched as he pushed in, as Kim’s lean torso arched and flexed, and that pain-pleasure expression of willing sacrifice transfigured his features.

“So beautiful,” he whispered. “Perfect. When you give yourself up to me.” 

“All yours. Every bit.”

Will got his hands to Kim’s shoulders, pushing them down onto the floor, using his weight. Kim curved under him, legs tightening around his neck, and they moved together in a silence broken only by gasps and murmurs and the slap of flesh, until Kim’s spasms sent Will over the edge, and he gave himself up to the brief, blinding pleasure of climax, driving into Kim’s body like he could drive away the world.

They collapsed in a sweaty heap of limbs, untangling just enough to avoid spraining anything. Kim’s legs wrapped around Will’s, preventing him moving further. Will inhaled his smell, face buried in his shoulder, and held on, until Kim let out a very long breath. 

“Ah, Will. Will. Don’t let go.”

“Not planning to.”

“Good Lord, what you do to me. You have no idea what you’re missing.”

“About that,” Will said. “Could I have a go some time?”

“Really?” Kim craned his neck to look at him. “I didn’t think that was your cup of tea.”

“I don’t know if it is. Never tried. But if the way you look when I fuck you is anything to go by—”

“I can’t promise to achieve that. I know my limitations.”

Will nudged him. “Berk. Or do you not like to do it that way?”

“It’s not my first choice, but I very much like the idea of watching you get fucked, now you mention it.”

That sent a pulse of alarmed excitement shuddering right through Will’s nerves. “Really?”

“God, yes.” Kim’s fingernails slid over his skin. “I would love to see you give it up. Watch you come apart.”

“You send me out of my mind,” Will whispered. “You know that, right?”

“I lost mine to you a long time ago.” He brushed a thumb over Will’s cheek, unbearably tender. “On which—” He stopped. 

“What?”

“Nothing. Nothing. Are you hungry, at all? Peacock’s left food in the kitchen. It’s Quiller’s evening off and he’s taking him out for a drink, so the flat’s our own.”
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Chapter Ten
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There was noise in Will’s consciousness. A raised voice in the distance, giving orders. Senior officer, he vaguely thought, except he was in an actual bed, not a camp bed or a pile of sacks. He was in Kim’s bed, in fact, with the morning light filtering through the curtains and Kim breathing softly next to him, and there weren’t any officers here. Must be someone shouting in the corridor outside the flat. Except they must be pretty loud because it sounded close—

There was someone in the flat. 

The realisation hit him just as the bedroom door opened. Will sat bolt upright, Kim gave a spasmodic jerk, and Peacock shut the door and leaned against it. “Lord Arthur!”

“What the hell,” Kim said thickly. 

“I couldn’t stop him.” The normally imperturbable manservant spoke urgently, with none of his usual gloomy calm. “He’s in the sitting room, he wants you at once—”

“Who?”

“Lord Flitby!” Peacock said, as a voice from right outside bellowed, “Arthur!”

Will dived over the side in a frantic scramble of limbs, kicking his feet free of the sheets as he went, and rolled under the bed. Kim said, “Let him in,” and the door slammed open. 

“Arthur, damn you!”

“I am in bed, sir.” Kim sounded cold, and as perfectly collected as if he didn’t have a bare naked lover hiding right under him. 

Not to mention Will’s jacket, shirt, and trousers all thrown over the back of the bedroom chair, in full view. Sodding marvellous. He crossed his fingers the Marquess wouldn’t know what Kim normally wore, and concentrated on not coughing, sneezing, or breathing too loud. 

“It is past nine o’clock.” The Marquess’s voice was as full of contempt as if it were three in the afternoon. “Have you nothing better to do at this time than loll around?”

“Forgive me for not anticipating your arrival. I wasn’t aware you knew my address.”

“Your telephone is disconnected. I might have thought you would have sufficient family feeling to make yourself available.”

“My regrets. What do you want, sir?” 

“You spoke of acting on your brother’s behalf. What have you achieved?”

“A good question,” Kim said. The springs above Will shifted and Kim’s bare feet hit the floor. “I have confirmation that the man Fairfax was a blackmailer and a criminal.”

“What good do you call that?”

A rustle of silk suggested Kim was putting on a gown. “That very much depends what more I find out. At the least, he had other victims—”

“Other than whom? What are you implying?”

“Other than Chingford, sir,” Kim said patiently.

“Chingford was not being blackmailed.”

A flat statement that invited no discussion. Will blinked at the underside of the bed. Kim spoke carefully. “Sir, he refuses to admit what they argued about, and Fairfax had blackmailed another man in the Club the previous day. The conclusion is obvious. The jury will certainly draw it.”

“Then those matters must not be presented to the jury.”

Will’s lips soundlessly shaped You what? Kim said, “Unfortunately, the prosecution will present whatever evidence it pleases. Our best chance—”

“Your brother’s life cannot be left to chance. This so-called strategy of allowing twelve common men to decide his fate—”

“It’s the law of the land.”

“Don’t interrupt! It is unacceptable for Chingford to stand trial in these circumstances. I cannot countenance it.”

“Your countenance will not be sought, sir. The only way to avoid Chingford facing trial is to make the case that someone else killed Fairfax.” 

“Can you do that?” the Marquess demanded. 

Kim exhaled. “I don’t know, sir. It rather depends on whether he did it.”

“He has given me his word he did not. That will suffice.”

“For you, absolutely. However, the Director of Public Prosecutions—”

“He did not do it!” the Marquess shouted. 

“Excellent.” Kim’s voice had the tight edge to it that suggested fraying nerves. “Then he can face his trial and be triumphantly acquitted.”

“No! Appearances are against him. The jury will draw the wrong conclusions. You said so yourself.”

“They will draw conclusions from the evidence they’re shown,” Kim said. “Sir, as Stratton told you yesterday, Chingford needs to start cooperating. If he didn’t do it—”

“He did not!”

“—then we will be in a better position to find the actual culprit. If—and I beg you will take this as a hypothetical—if he did, he will need to be frank with the police and the court if we are to have a chance of reducing this to manslaughter. Any jury will sympathise with the victim of a blackmailer.”

“He did not do it, he will not confess, and he will not stand trial,” the Marquess said, no contradiction brooked. “His private affairs are not public property.” 

“If he goes in with that attitude, he will be convicted of murder before the judge has got his coat off.”

There was a thump, fist against furniture. “How dare you be so flippant! The police are clearly biased. They have placed the worst possible interpretation on matters. They are seeking proof of Chingford’s guilt, not confirmation of his innocence.”

“If the investigation is not full and fair, Chingford’s barrister will make hay with it in court.”

“He cannot appear in court!”

“Why not?”

“Because of you!” the Marquess shouted. “You killed John Cheveley and now Chingford is tainted as a murderer too! Your past, your disgraceful dereliction of duty, your perverse disregard for our name has stained us all. Of course everyone assumes the worst of him. How can he be treated fairly in these circumstances?”

Will wished he wasn’t hearing this. Why the hell was the man dressing Kim down in his own bedroom? It was grossly disrespectful to his adult son—and that would be why, of course. Will’s muscles were twanging tight, and not just because he was stuck in this damned uncomfortable position.

“My apologies, sir,” Kim said, voice level. “What is it you want me to do about it?”

The Marquess’s voice dropped back to a more reasonable volume. “You are on familiar terms with the policeman, the detective inspector. Renford.”

“Rennick.”

“Speak to him. Tell him that Chingford could not have done this thing.”

“I don’t think ‘my brother says he didn’t do it’ will count for much.”

“Then make it count! Do whatever needs doing, and get this dealt with!”

A long pause. “I hope I don’t take your meaning, sir.”

“Don’t be childish. You claimed to have influence: use it. Make an arrangement. I did it for you.”

“Rennick is an honest man,” Kim said. “And I doubt what you ask would be in his power anyway.”

“Then in whose power is it?”

Will was pretty sure he knew the answer to that. The Private Bureau covered things up all the time: it was, as he understood it, their job, for good or ill. Could they influence this, though? Could Kim make them?

Would he try?

He took a lot too long to reply. “Sir, this is not a matter of influence. It’s murder. Any attempt to evade the process of law will be seen as perverting the course of justice, and make things very much worse.” 

“It is not justice to prosecute an innocent man!”

“Everyone is innocent until the jury finds them guilty,” Kim said. “That’s how justice works.”

“Are you enjoying this?” Flitby asked, with a tremor in his voice, which might have been barely controlled rage, or something else. “Does it give you pleasure to see our name soiled? Are you grasping for your brother’s place? His inheritance?”

“No, sir. I really am not.”

“If Chingford is taken from me—another son, and I am left with you—to lose Harry and Chingford and to have you—I could have had Harry! If you had gone to the war, I should still have had Harry! You owe me this!”

Will squeezed his eyes shut and clenched his fists. He could hear Flitby’s harsh breaths. 

“I will do what I can,” Kim said at last. “But I repeat, Chingford must cooperate.”

“No, you must,” Flitby snarled. “Make yourself useful to me, for once in your life. Do something for your brother, because if you think you can sit back and get your hands on his inheritance, I will make you regret it till the day you die!”

“I have no doubt of that. I understand your wishes, sir. Peacock will show you out.”

Will lay unmoving, as the old man left in silence. He waited until the front door had opened and shut, and only then did he inch his way out from under the bed. 

Kim was rigid and white-faced. Will straightened, brushed the carpet fluff off, and said, “Was it always like that?”

“Mostly.”

Will thought of Kim’s forearms, the thin faded lines of self-inflicted scars. “We could still go to the South of France. You’re paying, mind.”

Kim didn’t even attempt a smile. Will reached for his drawers, and started to dress. “Tell you what, Peacock keeps it clean under your bed. If it had been mine, I’d be sneezing for weeks.”

“Don’t,” Kim said. “Don’t joke this off. It isn’t funny.”

“No, it’s not. I expect it was bloody humiliating.”

“What do you think? To have him speak to me like that, knowing you could hear—”

“I was thinking of the part where a peer of the realm suggested bribing a policeman. What an embarrassment. Is that normal?”

“He’d normally do it himself. Though it wouldn’t be bribing a policeman, it would be a friendly chat with the Chief Constable and nothing spelled out. Christ, he must be desperate. I assume he’s sure Chingford did it.”

“Sounded that way.” Will pulled his shirt on. “Can’t risk the trial because the verdict’s a foregone conclusion, and trying to make that your fault.”

“Which makes me suspect he knows what the row was about,” Kim said grimly. “If the blackmail’s a red herring and the truth is worse— He’ll swing, won’t he? God.”

Will stepped close, and put both hands on Kim’s upper arms, feeling the tension twang through him. “Listen. Fairfax was Zodiac. You’ve got his papers. Your father doesn’t know everything. We aren’t giving up on this till you’ve found out exactly what happened, all right?”

“And what if I confirm he did it, as even my father clearly thinks? It scarcely matters what Fairfax was, if Chingford wielded the ice pick!”

Will couldn’t argue with that. He folded his arms round Kim’s rigid body instead. “I know. But there’s a chance he didn’t, so let’s not give up on that.”

“I can’t live on hope,” Kim said. “And if I could, the supply is finite and dwindling rapidly. What if Phoebe had the right idea and Chingford was involved in Zodiac?”

That was about the only way this could get worse and Will didn’t want to think about it. “Stop what-iffing. Get some breakfast.”

He tugged Kim through. Peacock had the table laid and was hovering apologetically. “I do beg your pardon, Lord Arthur. Lord Flitby insisted—”

“He’s bullied more powerful men than you,” Kim said. “But there’s a chain on the door, so for God’s sake use it next time: you have my permission to slam it in his face. Did you have any joy with Quiller?”

“Not as such,” Peacock said. “He said that Mr. Fairfax occasionally advised Club members on shares, in an informal way, and thought that he might have spoken to Lord Waring and Mr. Cheveley among many others, but was not aware of any particular relationships of any of those gentlemen. He was much more interested in using our meeting as an opportunity to ask about your lordship.”

“Was he, indeed? In what way?”

“He was keen to asked about your recent activities, whether you doubted Lord Chingford’s guilt, and what you and Mr. Darling had intended to do before the Incident with Sir Alan Cheveley.” The capital letter was audible, as was the disapproval. “He claimed he knew nothing of his lordship’s activities on the fatal night or earlier, and made a point of saying that he was with the Secretary for a good half hour before the body was discovered.”

“He’s seventy,” Kim said. “Does he need an alibi?”

“I would not have thought so, Lord Arthur, but he seemed very keen to provide one, all the same.”

“Hmph. What was your feeling on him? Frankly.”

“Well, Lord Arthur, if you will excuse the plain speaking, I thought him a tight-lipped, prissy little twerp with something weighing on his mind.” 

Kim nodded. “Noted. Thank you very much.”

Peacock bowed and withdrew. Will said, “All right, how do I get a henchman? I want one.”

That won a smile, at last. “You can’t have mine.”

“Can I help?” 

“At the moment, I don’t know. I’ll go through Fairfax’s papers in search of clues to any enemies, or Leo’s identity.” He sighed. “And I’m going to have to call Harry and grovel.”

“It was my fault. Do you want me to apologise?”

“Stay well away from the entire place, please. I don’t think you and the Symposium mix. I will telephone if I need you.”

That sounded like a busy man’s dismissal. Fair enough, Will supposed: he wasn’t sure what he could do either. He just wished to God there was something. Even if Kim just wanted him sitting quietly in the corner to talk at. 

He also wished Kim had mentioned the Private Bureau, if only to say he didn’t have a chance of using their influence. Or that he wouldn’t if he could. Especially that, maybe.

Not a subject he wanted to raise now. “I’m here if there’s anything I can do.”

Kim gave him a quick smile. “Thank you.”

The day dragged after that. Will called the Savoy and asked for Mademoiselle Zie, but the girls had gone out. He sat down with a bit of paper and tried to come up with brilliant insights into who else might have killed Fairfax, but got nowhere. 

There was the billiard room, and nobody had been in it except Fairfax. The reading room next to it, and nobody had been in there except Chingford having his supposed nap. Knowle and Quiller had been together in the office around the corner; Harry Mitra had come up to the billiard room with a friend and left him there just before Chingford came out. Apart from that, according to the statements Inspector Rennick had shared with Kim, nobody admitted being in the area in the period between Fairfax’s last sighting and the body being found.

Which didn’t mean they hadn’t been there. Theoretically, a fair number of people on the Symposium premises at the time could have nipped up and done Fairfax in—if they’d known he was alone in the room, of course, and if they’d been confident of slipping away unseen. 

Will had no brilliant insights on any of it. He pushed the paper away, feeling useless. He hated this, and the part he really hated was that Kim’s fears were spot on. Flitby clearly thought Chingford had done it, and that was a very bad sign. If the silly sod hanged, if Kim found himself the new heir, what then? They’d have to find some sort of way forward, but Will couldn’t imagine one that involved Kim taking up his responsibilities to his family. He’d had heard him with his father, and he didn’t think Kim could take that relentless battering forever. Something would break.

They had to get out of this. Will wished he knew how. 
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Chapter Eleven
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Kim called that evening. All he said was, “Can you come?” but it was enough to bring Will in a hurry. 

He was waiting when Will turned up, around seven. No cocktails, for once, but he poured Will a glass of cold, crisp white wine, welcome given the June heat in which Will had walked most of the way because he couldn’t get a tram and he was too jumpy to stand and wait. 

“So what’s up?”

Kim turned the glass in his fingers. “I spoke to Harry. He very reasonably told me to go to the devil: he can’t possibly let me in again. He also said he hadn’t noticed Waring or Cheveley being particularly chummy with Fairfax, or Fairfax with anyone else. That may just tell us they were careful: the Symposium is full of rooms where one can have private conversations unobserved. But it doesn’t help.”

“No.”

“And I spoke to Rennick.”

“Not—” Will said, before he could stop himself.

“Of course not, it wouldn’t work,” Kim said, apparently not insulted by the idea that he might seek to bribe the police. “I asked him if he was coming under any pressure from his superiors, in any direction. He said no, though he has received heavy hints of willingness on the Symposium side to support a M’Naghten plea if Chingford were to make one.”

“But you don’t think that will fly.”

“No, it’s hopeless. Rennick also let me look at the statements taken from the Club, for those without witnesses to their whereabouts.”

“Any use?”

Kim swallowed a deliberate gulp of wine. “If it is, I couldn’t see it. There’s twenty-odd men who were on their own for five minutes or more at the relevant time. Some of them are decrepit, several others barely muster half a brain between the lot of them. There’s perhaps nine possibles, but none have motives for killing Fairfax that have been discovered, except for your friend Yoxall, who would be a marvellous culprit if he hadn’t voluntarily brought his complaints to the Club and the police. I asked Rennick if they should not all be investigated for hidden sins and he very kindly didn’t laugh in my face as he reminded me Chingford had means, motive, opportunity, and his prints on the murder weapon.”

“What about any of them being Zodiac?”

“Harry, with much muttering, has agreed to keep an eye out for wrist tattoos, but I don’t expect anything to come of it. If Leo is reasserting control, he doubtless has people to do his dirty work. If he did it at all.” He shut his eyes. “I am not convinced.”

“No?”

“No. It was Father’s visit that swayed me. Maybe Leo wanted Fairfax dead, maybe others felt the same, but the fact is, so did Chingford. He wanted him dead, and I am very afraid he did something about it.” 

“Bugger,” Will said. “So where do we stand?”

“On the edge of a precipice.” Kim knocked back the remainder of his wine and poured another glass. “You asked this morning what we were going to do next. I have an answer, but you aren’t going to like it.”

“Go on.”

“I took all Fairfax’s papers with me. Filled the Daimler, brought it back here, stashed it in Peacock’s flat, and will put the lot in a safe-deposit tomorrow.” 

“Why a safe deposit instead of handing them over to the police or the Private Bureau?”

“Because I’m not going to hand them over,” Kim said. “I’m going to go to DS, and exchange Fairfax’s papers for Chingford’s life.”

“You’re going to—?” 

“Exchange. Make a deal.”

“I know what it means. What was the other part?”

Kim took a deep breath. “I want a guarantee that Chingford will not face a capital charge. I don’t care how they do it—provocation, whatever. I don’t care if he ends up with ten years for manslaughter, if that’s what it takes. Just so he doesn’t hang.”

Will wasn’t sure what to say first. He went for, “Can the Bureau do that?”

“They can do something. Deals are struck every day. They’d doubtless have given Pisces immunity if he hadn’t got greedy. I’ll try not to be greedy.”

“Not greedy? You want your brother to get away with murder!”

“For Christ’s sake, Will, I don’t think this is a good thing!”

“I’m glad to hear that, because it stinks.”

“Granted,” Kim said thinly. “But I’ve got nothing else. For all we’ve done, I’ve achieved absolutely nothing.”

“You’ve proved Fairfax was Zodiac.”

“Which will do no good at all unless I leverage my findings with the Private Bureau.”

“Leverage? Sounds more like blackmail to me.”

Kim’s lips tightened. “I’d rather see it as bribery, but you’re doubtless right.”

Will examined his face. “If you save this brother’s life—”

“It won’t make up for the one I got killed. I’m aware of that.”

Will had no siblings and had never known his father. He had no idea what pressure was bearing down on Kim, what he was hoping for or fearing, what burdens or obligations he carried. “Hell’s teeth. Will DS agree to do it? Is he going to take this well?”

“He’s going to take it extremely badly. He’s going to invent an entire new philosophy of how to take things badly, just for me. I don’t know what else I can do.”

“You could give him the information and ask for help, instead of demanding it.”

“And what would I do when the response was, ‘Your brother’s guilty as sin, let him swing’?”

Will didn’t have an answer. He stared at the pale golden wine in his glass, catching the late light and casting amber shadows on the walls. “Can you live with this?”

“Can I bear the knowledge that someone close to me has taken human life? I think I can probably choke it down.”

“Hold on,” Will said, roused. “That was wartime. I didn’t murder anyone.”

“You’ve killed four people in front of me.”

“Three.”

“Four. That man in the wood died.”

“Did he? Balls.”

“I don’t care, and nor do you,” Kim said. “You didn’t kill for gain, or to cover up crimes. You did it because people were trying to kill you or me at the time. All the same, you killed, and if I’m playing God now, I’ve done it before, when I begged DS and pulled every string I had to make sure you didn’t face consequences for any of them.”

Uncomfortably, that was true. “I’d have faced my trial if I had to.”

“Trials, plural,” Kim said. “I dare say you would have, but I didn’t want you to, and most people would not agree that decision was mine to make. God damn it, Will, I don’t want Chingford to get away with it. Left to myself, I wouldn’t lift a finger for the stupid sod.”

“But you are.”

“Yes. He probably murdered a man, and I’m going to help him get away with it because—” He shut his eyes. “Because I can be of use for once.”

That phrase rang a bell Will didn’t like. “Your father doesn’t know a sodding thing about you, or what you’ve done.”

“He knows that he’s lost one son and is about to lose another. I could change that.”

“And you think he’ll thank you for it?”

Kim made a helpless gesture. Will shoved a hand through his hair and topped up his own glass. He needed a drink. 

“It is undeniably a step further and worse than anything I have yet done,” Kim said after a moment. “I know that.”

“Can you live with doing it?”

“I’m not sure I can live with it if I don’t.”

“You’d become a bloody marquess eventually! It’s not the end of the world.”

“You say that. My father would disagree.” Kim sounded calm, but his knuckles were white on the stem of his glass, and if he rolled up his sleeves, the silver lines of boyhood scars would be visible on his forearms, where he’d used physical pain to replace other kinds. Will hadn’t pushed to know more about that because he was pretty sure it would be too helplessly enraging to stand. 

“I don’t understand this,” he said, feeling his way. “I mean, I can’t. My ma would rather have died than let me bend the law on her behalf, because she knew right from wrong. I think this is wrong. Maybe I’m a hypocrite, but I do. What if he gets off and then kills someone else?”

Kim put the glass down, and his face in his hands. “You had to say that, of course.”

“Don’t tell me you hadn’t already thought it.”

“Jesus, Will. I know this stinks! I know I’ll despise myself for it, and should. I realise every part of that, but my life is accelerating very fast towards a brick wall, and this is the only turning I can see. Think about what happens if Chingford hangs. My father’s loathing—well, perhaps I can bear that, and the contempt of all the others who’ll assume I’m delighted to take his place, but that’s only the start of it. The Press will crawl over my life like cockroaches, which means they’ll infest yours, Phoebe’s, Peacock’s. The Lord Arthur part of my life will expand unstoppably. And you already hate my title when it’s nothing but a word, and dislike our relative positions when they’re a great deal less unequal than they’re about to become. If he dies now, I’ll lose you.”

“Who says?”

“Oh, come on. You lasted about half an hour in the Symposium before you were throwing punches.”

Will cursed himself. “I can do better. I haven’t hit any journalists.”

“Yet. What about when one of them gets wind of us? Insinuating questions about how much, or little, you mean to me? What when someone wants my pet war hero’s comments on my cowardice, or asks you how I celebrated my second brother’s death?”

Will exhaled. “All right, I hear you. But—”

“But it could ruin us. But I could lose you, because your position will be intolerable, and I don’t want to lose you. I don’t want to do without you; I don’t want you to leave me. I can’t stop you, of course, but that doesn’t mean I won’t try. I’ll beg if I have to, and won’t that embarrass us both. I want a future with you.”

It was like a box on the ear out of nowhere, stunning in its force. “A what?” Will said.

“A future. You know the concept? The shape you want the rest of your life to take? I want mine with you, all of it. A future, a forever. I love you.” He said it quite calmly, as if it was an established fact. “People say I love you to madness, but I love you to sanity, because loving you is the sanest thing I have ever done. You are everything to me, Will, and I cannot lose you to my miserable family and an accident of birth.”

Will had no idea what to say. His heart was thundering. Kim examined his face for a moment then tilted his chin, a tiny movement that suggested he was bracing himself. “Perhaps I’ve started in the wrong place. Perhaps I should have asked first if you want a future with me. Because if you don’t, I need you to tell me now.”

It took an effort to fill his lungs. “Uh. Wait. When we talked in spring—”

“On the way back from Etchil,” Kim said. “I remember every word of that conversation. You asked me what I wanted, what we both wanted, out of this, and I couldn’t give you an answer then, except to say I wanted you in my life somehow.”

“Yes, and we agreed we’d keep on and see where we go. We agreed that.”

“We did. And I dare say we could have carried on doing so if my brother had restrained himself, but he didn’t, and now there is that brick wall across the road. And the only way I can see around it is this one, but if you don’t even want to go around it—”

“It’s not I don’t want to.”

“Then you do want to?” He held up a hand before Will could reply. “Ugh, no, pretend I didn’t say that. I don’t mean to harass you into a response. But you need to understand that for me, the ‘just keeping on’ was becoming a lie of omission. I don’t want to ‘just keep on’. I love you, and I want—I have been hoping—to put things on a different footing between us. I might have been too much a coward to broach that for a while yet, but Chingford’s criminal idiocy has forced my hand.”

“You need to know. I understand that. But...” 

He stalled there. Kim said, “Will, talk to me. If this is something I can’t have, I don’t want to carry on hoping for it. That would be...painful.”

“Yes, but—”

“But you wanted to know where we might be going. You asked me. Where were you thinking that might be?” 

“I don’t know! I wasn’t thinking about forever!”

That landed with the dull thud of a mortar shell. Kim’s face stilled. “Right.” 

“I mean—Look, I just don’t know!” Will said almost frantically, against the muscle-clenching sensation of impending disaster. “How the hell should I know? I didn’t expect any of this to happen. I bloody didn’t expect you, and I never thought you could—we could—”

“You didn’t think a future was a privilege our sort could claim? Or is it that you want something else? Because if your hopes for the future are entirely different, that’s your right, but I’d rather like to be informed!”

His voice rose and cracked on that, and Will knew why. Kim thought he was conventional at heart, and had more than once hinted he might want to return to the respectable life—the steady country existence, the wife and children—he’d grown up expecting. 

He wasn’t miles off the mark, either. Will had been brought up with a belief in what was right and proper that was all the firmer for being unexamined, and he had a deep-seated instinct towards propriety, in theory if not practice. But he’d finished his growing up in the trenches, where ‘right and proper’ had quickly dissolved in blood and mud and endless noise, and if there was a Will Darling who belonged in what most people would call a respectable life, he hadn’t come back from Flanders.

That was the point. That was the problem.

“Oh, shit,” he said, and put his face in his hands. “Shit. Give me a minute.”

“Christ. I didn’t expect this reaction. Look, if the very idea is beyond the pale—”

“It’s not that. Not you. Shut up a second, will you?”

Kim shut up, for which Will was grateful. His heart was thundering. He needed to think, and he didn’t know how, because he’d been doing his best not to think about this for some time. He’d jammed it all out of sight and out of mind, and now Kim had pulled everything into the open and he didn’t know where to start.

“Will?” Kim said, more gently. “Are you all right?”

“Fine.”

“No, you aren’t. You’re stiff as a post, and not in a good way.”

“It’s not you,” Will said again, staring at his palms. “It’s other things. It’s what you said. About, uh, the future.”

“Look, if you don’t want that—”

“No.” He couldn’t make himself look up, at Kim. “Listen. It’s... You couldn’t plan ahead, understand? I mean, people did. They talked about when they got back to Blighty, their jobs, their girls, and then the next day they’d be dead. My first trench raid, three of the lads were chatting about what they’d do when the show was over, and they asked me too, only I was eighteen and I didn’t have a thing to say. Go back and marry the girl next door, if she’d have me? They’d have taken the piss for the next hour. So I said I wasn’t making any plans beyond the raid, and they all laughed at me for that instead. ‘Life goes on, lad, we’ll be home soon, get your thinking cap on.’ We lost all three of them that night.”

“Will—”

“I’m just saying, plans don’t mean much if your number’s up. And if I’d always been thinking about what I stood to lose— You can’t live like that. Or maybe other people can, maybe it helped them, but I couldn’t. So I just got on, do you see? Day by day. I got on with it, and I’ve been getting on with it ever since.”

“You do it well,” Kim said. “At least, to appearances.”

“I got on with being poor, and with the bookshop, and I got on with bloody Libra kidnapping me and then all that mess in February. I do what needs doing right now, and that works. And now you want me to look ahead and plan and promise and think about forever, about the rest of our lives, and I don’t know how to think about that sort of thing. I don’t know what I’ll think. And—ah, hell.” He didn’t want to say this. He needed to. “What if I can’t do it?”

“Can’t do what?”

“What it is you want of me. The things you should expect. Being the sort of man someone could have a future with. Christ, Kim.” His chest heaved suddenly. “What if I’m not right?”

“Oh, Jesus.” Kim reached for his hand, an urgent motion. Will couldn’t look at him. “Where did that come from? You’re right if ever a man was right.”

“I’ve killed four people since November and I don’t care. Does that sound right to you?”

That gave Kim a moment’s pause. “I didn’t say you were a vicar. Look, you were trained. The army trained some things into you and some things out of you. That doesn’t make you wrong. Damaged, perhaps, but aren’t we all?”

“Maybe I needed the things they trained out of me.” His shoulders felt solid with tension. “Maybe they couldn’t have trained them out of other people. I know they couldn’t. There were men who never fired their guns, plenty of them. They’d go over the top but they couldn’t make themselves kill, not even from a distance. The Army picked out the ones like me for a reason.”

That was the truth of it, the thing he hadn’t wanted to face. The reason he kept the Messer, carved by a man he’d killed, so he never forgot who he was. He’d been almost relieved that his mother hadn’t survived to see him come back, because he wouldn’t have wanted her to look at him and see a stranger. Even worse, what if she’d recognised her boy in the man he’d become? What if the war had merely peeled back the outer skin and shown what was already there? 

Kim was still gripping his hand. His fingers felt hot, or maybe Will’s were cold. “I want to be sure I have this correctly. You learned to cope by taking things as they come. If you live one day at a time, you can’t fear the future or brood about the past. Whereas to look to the future, to decide where you want to go and what you want to be, you have to consider where you are, and who you are. And that’s disturbing you. More than I’d understood, and more than you saw coming.”

Will’s throat was painfully tight and, absurdly, his eyes were wet. For God’s sake, Kim had only repeated back what he’d been trying to get at, except better. He swallowed, as quietly as possible. “Yes. I—Yes.”

Kim breathed out, long and slow. “I have wondered where you were hiding the damage. First things first: forget what I said. I shouldn’t have asked and I’m sorry. You came through a meat grinder alive and won medals on the way. You ‘just got on’ in order to survive hell. If that’s what you have to keep doing, then in God’s name keep doing it, at least until you don’t need to any more.”

Will took a shuddering breath. “Think that’s likely?”

Kim gave him a smile that made his heart twist in his chest. “I was holding myself together by my fingernails for a very long time, until the most magnificently stubborn sod of a bookseller came into my life. You treated me, against all the evidence, as if I were something resembling the man I ought to be, with such pertinacious obstinacy I have all but started to believe it myself. I spent the last few months thinking about this as I reordered your outrageous mess of a bookshop. How I came to be where I was, what I’d done to bring it on myself. What I need to do differently.”

“You didn’t say.” 

“No, well, not telling people things is my version of just seeing where we go. Another thing I need to change. Anyway, my point was that yes, I think you might very well find it useful to examine a few things. Know thyself, as the philosophers say.”

“Urgh.”

“Uncomfortable, I grant you, but perhaps necessary,” Kim said. “I’ve always considered you an immovable object—you do such a good impression of one—but of course you’re not. You’re a man like the rest of us, albeit gloriously strong and gloriously solid, but perhaps the solidity comes at the expense of flexibility. That’s physics for you. Maybe you need to be a bit less strong and a bit more vulnerable for a while and see what happens. Good Lord, I felt you twitch there. You can be vulnerable if you want, my love. You aren’t at war any more.”

Will really couldn’t breathe now. Kim’s fingers wrapped around his. “That’s for you to decide when you’re ready to tackle it. For now—well, we agreed to see where we go, and I shouldn’t have tried to change the terms at this damn fool time. I shouldn’t have tied you into my damn fool plans, come to that: this is my decision and my responsibility. I will do what I think best, we’ll cope with what the present has to throw at us, and we can find out about the future once we get there.”

“That’s not fair. That’s not what you want.”

“I’ll manage,” Kim said. “All I need to know is that you’re with me today and will be here tomorrow. If I can have today and tomorrow on a rolling basis—”

“Yes.”

“When either of us feels the urge to change that, we’ll discuss it again. Until then we’ll take things as they come. Does that work?”

Will breathed out, not sure if he’d been granted a reprieve or just balked at a hurdle. “It does for me. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

“I am, though. I should be able—”

“Stop being strong at me. You weren’t ready for that conversation, that’s all.”

“No. I wasn’t. Thanks for understanding that. I just...”

“Panicked.”

“I did not panic.”

“I don’t think the less of you for it. But you definitely panicked.”

“Sod off.”

“It’s merely an observation.”

“Sod off.”

“If it’s any consolation, I’m still more of a shambles than you.”

“I’m beginning to wonder,” Will muttered. He brushed his lips over Kim’s fingers, and felt the sense of—not panic, obviously, but extreme nervous tension recede. 

He was going to deal with this. He was not going to keep shoving the tangles of his thoughts into a cupboard that was creaking under the strain, while telling himself it would all come right somehow. He would sort himself out, because if Kim could do it, then Will bloody could. Probably.

“I’ll think about this, I promise. But listen.” He met Kim’s dark eyes. “I think about you all the time. I see you hurt and it makes me want to burn things to the ground. I don’t know what a future’s supposed to look like or how it would work, but I’m not letting you go without a fight, no matter what. I don’t know what I’d do all day.”

“That will do nicely for now,” Kim said, and tugged him close. 
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Chapter Twelve
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Will feared he’d dream about the trenches that night. In fact he slept like the dead, and woke early to hear Kim breathing softly next to him. Kim, who was going to blackmail an intelligence agency into covering up a murder. 

He could not bring himself to feel happy about that. 

He could probably put his foot down—tell Kim no and make him listen—but he had a bad feeling about that too. Kim’s entanglement with his family went far deeper than Will understood, with tendrils of dry rot reaching back through the years. Will wasn’t planning to trample into that minefield: Christ knew what he’d set off. 

Kim had his reasons to save Chingford’s worthless neck and this wasn’t all about Will by a long chalk. But it was partly about him, and what Kim felt for him, and wanting a life they could share. 

A future. He stared at the ceiling, breathing into the feeling in his chest as he might do the pain in overworked legs. It hurt, but stretching always did. 

He could say thanks but no thanks. He could say that this thing between them was all very well for now, but he was planning to find a nice girl and settle down. That way, Kim might abandon this damn fool plan which was inevitably going to blow up in his face. 

It would be the sort of stupid self-sacrificing lie the heroes and heroines told each other in Victorian novels to string things out for another volume, and Will was fairly sure it wouldn’t work. Anyway the nicest girls of his acquaintance seemed pretty wrapped up in each other. He contemplated offering Maisie babies in a cottage as an alternative to Phoebe in Paris, and grinned to himself at her imagined response. 

Would it have been easier for him to plump for a future like that? Probably. It was always easier to do the things you were meant to do. He’d doubtless have taken marriage and children as they came up if he’d been with a girl, just as he’d taken the bookshop: the next step along a path he was already on, so he might as well keep going. Much as he’d been doing with Kim. Carry on, let things happen, don’t sit down to think about what you truly want or what other people might need from you. 

It was probably a good thing Kim had such a low opinion of himself, otherwise he might have whacked Will round the head by now for being such an arsehole.

Suppose he went for it. Suppose he told Kim not to do this damn fool thing on the promise that he’d stick around through the insults and the annoyances, the invasions of privacy, Kim’s father, and all the rest of the shit that would be slung at him. Suppose they made a pact to slog through the mire together, taking whatever misery came their way, in order to do the right thing.

That was probably what he ought to say, but the thought was a leaden weight. Endurance was easier to promise than to maintain and he’d seen it grind men into shadows too often. People bent, snapped, wore out. And Will had done a lot of enduring in his time, what with the years in Flanders mud, and so had Kim in his own way, and he found himself disinclined to sign either of them up for more. 

He had no idea what to do for the best. This was Kim’s murky, complicated world, where you never seemed to have good options or a clear right thing to do. Not like the good old days when people just ordered Will to kill other people and then gave him medals. His war had been savage, filthy, and inhuman, but it hadn’t been complicated. 

There were faint noises from the kitchen. He eased himself out of bed, put on a gown, and went through.

“Morning, Mr. Peacock.”

“Good morning, Mr. Darling. Tea?”

“You’re a gentleman. How’s Mrs. Peacock?”

“As well as can be expected, thank you.” 

“Were you talking to Quiller again last night?”

Peacock shook his head. “He was at work. A sad case, that. Quite institutionalised.” The rolling weight he put on the syllables made them sound like a life sentence to Broadmoor. “Talks of the Club as if his interests and the Symposium’s were one and the same. All too common after years of service.”

“And employers call it devotion, and sing your praises right up till you ask for a raise.”

“Were you in service yourself, Mr. Darling?”

“My ma scrubbed floors at the big house till she married.”

Peacock nodded. “It seems Quiller has yet to be disillusioned. Forty-nine years’ service to the Symposium Club and wants only to achieve his fiftieth anniversary. Call that a life.” He poured the tea. “May I ask the current situation?”

“Lord Chingford probably did it, and we’re all buggered unless his lordship pulls a rabbit out of the hat. Problem is, the rabbit’s got rabies.”

“Ah.”

“Yeah.”

“Mrs. Peacock has great faith in Lord Arthur’s ingenuity and benevolence,” Peacock said, straight-faced.

“Optimistic woman, is she?”

“Hope springs eternal, Mr. Darling.”

Will chinked a fingernail against the side of his mug. “There isn’t going to be a tidy way out of this, Mr. Peacock. It might get messier than anyone would like.”

Peacock met his eyes. “My sole concern is Mrs. Peacock. That’s the start and end of it. I regard whatever Lord Arthur chooses to do through that prism, as the expression is. If he keeps us safe, I say he’s doing right.”

Will wasn’t going to argue with that. The manservant’s morality was obviously pinned to the well-being of Mrs. Peacock, and Will rather admired his clarity of thought. He could have used a bit of that himself.

Kim hauled himself out of bed a while later, looking like he hadn’t slept too well. They ate breakfast, or at least Will did, while Kim chewed a single slice of toast with distaste. 

“So,” Will said at last. “Today?”

“I’m going to try and see DS.”

“Mind made up, then. You realise this brings us into direct conflict with Zodiac?”

“If Leo had Fairfax killed, we’re already in direct conflict. If he didn’t, then yes, except that if he knew about Miss Jacobs, he’d have gone after her already. I don’t know. It’s a wild card, and there’s not much I can do about it.” He discarded the uneaten crust on his plate. “In any case, I am less intimidated by the possibility of attracting Zodiac’s attention than by the very real probability of Chingford hanging and my life turning to shit.”

“Yours, mine, Peacock’s,” Will said. “Mrs. Peacock’s. What’s she like?”

Kim went to check the kitchen was empty before he replied. “In appearance, plain, mousy, and faded. In personality, pleasant and quiet. She is an entirely ordinary, unremarkable woman, and Peacock’s very own Helen of Troy. I know dozens of aristocratic beauties, and I doubt a single one of them will ever experience the devotion Mrs. Peacock receives as her daily due.”

That got Will under the breastbone. “You need to make sure they’re all right.”

“I’m trying.”

“I know. Ah, hell. Do what you think best, Kim. It’s not the decision I’d make, but I’m not you. So you do whatever and I’ll back you up, and if it’s a disaster we’ll have learned something.”

“Won’t we just.” Kim reached across the table for Will’s hand. “Thank you.” 






***
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WILL WALKED BACK TO the bookshop, unsettled and unhappy. He would much rather have been at Kim’s side for the negotiations with DS, even if they wouldn’t be pretty. Especially because they wouldn’t be pretty, perhaps. If he was standing with Kim in this thing, he couldn’t shy away from the ugliness of it. 

Although, he doubted Kim would come out with I need you to help my brother get away with murder. Probably negotiations would be conducted with weasel words and implications, to hide the reality of it. 

This stank like week-old fish. Will let himself into the bookshop, unsettled and frustrated, and quite relieved at the lack of customers. He wasn’t in the mood for service, and he glowered ferociously when the shop bell jangled until he saw his visitor was Maisie.

“Hello, stranger.” He leapt to his feet. “Bolt the door and I’ll make tea.”

“Don’t you need to sell books?”

“I’d rather talk to you.” He took in her smart outfit. Possibly it might even have been chic. “Or are you visiting somewhere nice?”

“I’m visiting you. I wanted to talk. And Phoebe’s gone to see her mother, which—” She pulled a face. 

Will had met Lady Waring briefly, and those five minutes had been quite enough. “Yeah, you stay here. Let me get the kettle on.”

The topics of Paris, couture, mingling with the rich and famous, learning French, and commercial enterprise got them through two cups of tea and several biscuits. The happiness bubbled off Maisie, and so did the ambition. She’d always had dreams, he knew. Or, rather, he’d always thought they were dreams. Maybe the word was ‘plans’. 

“You really worked for this,” he said. “You knew what you wanted and you went and got it.”

“I was desperately lucky. To meet Phoebe—”

“Phoebe couldn’t have done anything for you if you hadn’t had the talent. And ideas, and hard work, and the guts to take a risk and reach for the sky.”

Maisie flushed. “You’re poetic today.”

“I’m impressed, is what. It’s not luck, or no more than your fair share of luck, anyway. You deserve this.”

“I don’t think I can,” Maisie said. “Deserve it, I mean. It feels utterly unfair to be this happy with all the awfulness going on. Everything in the world, of course, but also Phoebe’s father, and this ghastly business with Lord Chingford.”

“There’s always something. Take the good bits when you can, I reckon. You’ve earned them.”

“I’m trying. So how about you? Are things going well otherwise? With Kim, I mean? It certainly looked that way the other day.”

Will could feel he was going red. He wasn’t used to Maisie talking about this stuff. “There isn’t much of an otherwise right now. This business is pretty awful. And Kim—” He broke off there, but who else might begin to understand? “Oh blimey, Maise. I don’t know how to do this.”

“Do what?”

“Be with him.”

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, dear.”

“It’s not that things are bad,” Will said quickly. “It’s been pretty good, honestly, but now he wants to talk about the future. A future. For us.”

“Oh!”

He groaned internally. “Don’t say it like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like it’s wedding bells,” Will said, maybe a bit brutally, but he felt a bit brutal. “We don’t get wedding bells, him and me, that’s the point. I’m not even sure what a future means.”

“No. Because if it’s a man and a woman, you’ve got a framework. You can tell people about it and have a ceremony to prove you love each other, and they even give you a list of things to promise so you both know what you’re supposed to do. It all goes without saying.”

“Yes!” Will said, marvelling at her understanding. “That’s exactly it. And if you don’t have any of that, what do you have?”

“I don’t know,” Maisie said slowly. “Perhaps that it doesn’t go without saying. Perhaps that’s a good thing.” 

“How do you mean?”

“Well, it’s easy to think there’s a right way to be, isn’t it? There’s a box you’re supposed to fit in, and it’s awfully hard to see beyond the box. When I left Cardiff, Billy Bagshawe next door was on at me to marry him. Nice fellow, steady earner, no need for his wife to work, his ma and mine were best friends: it was obviously what I ought to do. And it probably would have been a good life, too, at least in the way people think about good lives, and it was so hard to say no and upset everyone. It seemed like the right thing to do, and sometimes, when I was first here on my own, I even thought I ought to go home and marry him. It would have been a lot easier. But it would have squashed me into a box marked Wife and put the lid on, and everything I have now, everything I could be, that would have gone away. Gone without saying.”

Will thought back to the phantom Will Darling’s quiet life as a village carpenter in a world without the war. “Right. Yes.”

“I expect it’s different for men, because you don’t get put in so many boxes in the first place. And it’s not fair or right how things are for you and Kim, not at all. But you’ve got horizons, haven’t you? Nobody’s telling you what your future ought to look like—”

“Only that we oughtn’t have one at all.”

“Yes, but he’s too rich to care what people say, and you never do what you’re told,” Maisie pointed out. “So why don’t you decide what a future means for yourselves and get on?”

Will couldn’t think of a reply to that. Maisie angled a beautifully plucked brow. “What did he say? I mean, about how it might work?”

“He didn’t get that far. I lost my nerve. Froze like a rabbit.”

“He’s let you down before. Are you scared he might do it again?”

“No,” Will said. “Maybe that’s stupid, God knows he can be a sh—a swine, but not deep down. It’s not very easy to get that deep down, but when you do— I’m not making sense.”

Her dark brown eyes softened. “You are, you know. Oh, Will. Well, then, if you’re not worried what he might do, is the problem what you might do?”

“Me? What do you mean?”

She sighed heavily. “You might not have noticed you haven’t said a single thing about how you feel, but I have. No, you haven’t,” she said as he started a protest. “Because you’re Will Darling, stubborn as a mule and tough as old boots, and you don’t like asking for things. You don’t say what you want or how you feel, because that opens you up wide. The only time you’ve ever talked properly to me before was when it was all falling apart at Etchil and you thought it couldn’t get worse.”

“I’m talking to you now,” he protested.

“Yes, and I’m not the one you should be talking to, am I? You say you trust him. But if you trust someone, that means letting them into a position where they can really hurt you, and believing they won’t. And if you’re afraid to do that, either you aren’t sure of them, or you aren’t sure of yourself.”

Kim’s words in his mind: You can be vulnerable if you want. “What does that mean?”

She made a face. “I’m just going to say it. He’s rich and sophisticated and he’s probably going to be a marquess.”

“I hate that,” Will admitted. 

“And you don’t think you belong with a rich sophisticated marquess.”

“Would you?”

Maisie doodled on the table with a finger. “Phoebe’s going to be a viscountess. She had the news from the Committee of Privileges this morning. She’ll be Lady Waring in her own right, and she’s got Etchil and all the money.”

“Oh, good. Lovely for her. But that’s not the same thing.”

“Yes it is. It’s exactly the same.”

“How?”

She stared at him. “For pity’s sake, Will! Me and Phoebe are together. We’ve been together for months.”

Will gaped. “You and—”

“You must have realised. Oh, good grief. No, of course you didn’t. Honestly.”

“I had no idea. But—When— Well, no wonder you’re all bubbles these days. Come here.” He gave her the sort of hug she deserved. “Maisie Jones. Take a girl out of Cardiff and look what happens.”

“You should come to Paris. Everything looks different there, I can tell you.”

“Sounds that way. I didn’t know you liked girls.”

“I was a bit surprised myself, to be honest.” Maisie reclaimed her seat and poured more tea. “Or maybe I wasn’t, really. Boxes. Anyway I don’t know if it’s possible not to be in love with Phoebe.”

“It’s pretty tough not to be in love with you, so the whole thing was probably inevitable. Happy?”

“As anyone has ever been, ever.” Maisie gave a little wriggle. “I sometimes don’t think it’s real. And then I stab myself with a needle five minutes later and realise it is, and feel wonderful all over again. Anyway, I said it for a reason. What was it? Oh, yes: Phoebe’s going to be Lady Waring. A viscountess, Will, and in her own right, which if you ask me counts for a lot more than an empty courtesy title like Kim’s got.”

“Are you pulling rank on me?”

“No,” Maisie said defensively, and then, “Maybe.”

“If he becomes a marquess, we’ll have this talk again.”

She stuck out her tongue. “Anyway, she’s a viscountess, and rich, and I’m just Maisie Jones from Tiger Bay.”

“You aren’t, though. You were never ‘just’ Maisie Jones, and now you’re Marguerite Zie.”

“And people want Marguerite Zie. I’m going to be a couturier. Sought after. I’m going to be a success because I’ve earned it. She may have a title, but I don’t need to feel inferior, because I’m not. Right?”

“Blasted right.”

“Phoebe could have anyone she wanted,” Maisie went on, with absolute conviction. “Anyone in the world, but she wants me, so I’d be pretty stupid to feel I’m not good enough. I’m the most special person there is, if you think about it. Because Phoebe chose me, and if someone wonderful wants to be with me, I must be pretty wonderful too. Yes?”

“No argument here.”

“And?” she said like a patient schoolteacher.

“And it’s not the same at all. You’re a flaming marvel, Maisie. I’ve got a bookshop, and only because I inherited it.”

“You’ve got the Military Cross, Will Darling!” Maisie snapped. “You’re an actual hero! You may not like the marquess part, but what must Kim think about your medals? Because I happen to think the medals you earned mean a lot more than having a lot of dead relatives, which is all a title is, and I bet he does too!”

“It’s not just the title, though. It’s everything. He’s got an education, and nice hands, and manners, and he talks properly, and I don’t belong in his world, Maise. He took me to that bloody club, the Symposium, and I thumped a Sir Whatsit in the face.”

“You did what? For pity’s sake!”

“It was Johnnie Cheveley’s brother. He was a berk.”

“Even so.”

Will sighed. “I don’t think about this stuff all the time. Day to day, we rub along pretty well. Day to day, it works. Today is good and tomorrow’s probably fine too. But then he asked me for the rest of our lives, and with everything that might happen—I don’t know how to do it, that’s all. It’s too big to work out.”

Maisie gave him a long, assessing look. “You aren’t normally afraid of things.”

“I’m not afraid. I just don’t see how I can promise something like that. How do I know what might happen? Or what it’ll be like for us if Chingford hangs?”

“You don’t. He’s not asking you to predict where you’ll be in ten years, you idiot. He’s just telling you he wants you to be with him—you, with your grammar school manners and working hands and punching people when you oughtn’t—and asking if you want it too. That’s all a future is.”

“It’s not, though. There’s all the things that could happen—”

“That’s called being alive, Will! Honestly, maybe you oughtn’t think about things. You aren’t very good at it.”

“Ouch.” Will took another biscuit. “You’re right. I know you’re right. It’s a lot easier with you to talk to.”

“That’s because I’ve got common sense,” Maisie said. “Only I’m taking it back to Paris next week, so you’d better hurry up and sort yourself out.”
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Chapter Thirteen
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Maisie’s visit was a tonic, as well as a valuable distraction from wondering how things were going for Kim with DS and the Private Bureau. That became harder after she left. Will did some unnecessary sweeping, made himself an early lunch for something to do, and snatched up the phone as soon as it rang. “Kim?”

“Is that Darling’s?”

“Yes. Sorry. Darling’s Used and Antiquarian, can I help you?”

“Ah, Mr. Darling. I’m calling—behalf—” It was a dreadful line, crackly and faint. Will caught ‘Aveston’, and managed to decipher that there was some sort of issue with the library sale, and could he come to see Lord Aveston at the Beresford Hotel as quickly as possible, because his lordship had to catch a train. 

“Of course. With you as soon as possible.”

At least it was something to do. Will headed to the Beresford on foot, since it was just up on Southampton Row, wondering what the problem was. Probably Deansbrook hadn’t paid up yet: it was like getting blood out of a stone with book dealers. 

He asked at the desk for Lord Aveston, and was greeted with a blank look. “I’m afraid his lordship isn’t staying here.”

“His man just called me. Told me to come here.”

“There must be a mistake. We have no gentleman of that name here, sir. Might you mean the Belgravia Hotel? Or the Berkeley? Or the Perivale, perhaps? We get that sometimes. I suppose it sounds a bit like over the telephone, doesn’t it? Beresford, Perivale—”

Will put a polite end to what was shaping up into a lengthy meditation on consonants, and went back to the bookshop with frustration buzzing through his nerves. He could have sworn he’d heard Beresford, and hadn’t checked further. A stupid and needless error, considering the value of the Aveston business. Now he’d have to call a lot of hotels to find the viscount and explain himself, if he wasn’t already leaving to catch his train.

He’d just hung up his coat and sat down with a directory when the telephone rang. With luck, it would be Aveston’s man wondering where he was. “Darling here.”

“Mr. William Darling?” A quavery male voice he didn’t recognise.

“Yes?”

“Mr. Darling, it’s Quiller. John Quiller, from the Symposium Club. I’m the Chief Steward.”

Will sat up straight. “Mr. Quiller? What can I do for you?”

“I need to talk to someone about what I know. About the murder.”

Will was barely breathing, as if that would prevent the man on the other end from being frightened off. “You know something?”

“I can’t go to the police or the Club. He’ll find out if I do.” The words were low and hurried, and fearful. “You aren’t one of them. You weren’t afraid of them, and you wanted to know what happened. Will you help me? Please!”

“Of course,” Will said. There was terror in the old man’s voice, and every hair he had was standing on end. “Where are you?”

“My rooms. Goodge Street.” He gave the address. “Please come quickly. I’m afraid he knows.”

“Who—?”

Quiller rang off. Will gave a second’s thought to trying to contact Kim as he grabbed his coat and hat, but decided against it: he didn’t want to miss a second opportunity this afternoon. Aveston would have to wait. 

It was only a little way to the Leicester Square Underground station, and a train arrived within a couple of minutes. Will didn’t like the Tube—the smoky atmosphere made his lungs itch—but it brought him to Goodge Street in just a few minutes, sparing him the crowded Tottenham Court Road. 

The address Quiller had given him was a lodging house of the usual kind. The brickwork was blackened with soot and the windows dusty, but a skinny maid was labouring over the front step. Will said, “Good afternoon. Mr. Quiller, please?”

She pushed a damp fringe out of her eyes without looking up. “First floor back.”

Will headed up the stairs, and along the corridor to what looked like the right door. He knocked. No reply. He knocked again. “Mr. Quiller?

Silence. Which was odd. What was the fellow playing at, calling him here and not answering the door? 

He hadn’t sounded like a man who’d been planning to nip to the shops for a packet of fags. Will felt a prickle of unease, and at the same moment thought he caught a whiff of something.

Imagination? He got phantom smells occasionally, when he felt tense—mostly mud, sometimes the garlic-mustard that meant gas, occasionally the iron tang of blood. That last was what he thought he’d smelled now. He tried the doorhandle, and the door opened. 

“Mr. Quiller?”

The room was a decent size, not too dark. There were several engravings on the wall, all depicting aspects of the Symposium Club. Peacock would spit. It was well kept and tidy, with a telephone neatly placed on a lace doily. A door stood open leading to a bedroom, and the smell definitely wasn’t Will’s imagination. 

He moved forward quietly, purely out of habit because if someone was still in there, they’d heard him come in. In fact— He sidestepped to the dresser, and found a kitchen knife in a block. It wasn’t the Messer, which he now wished he’d brought, but it was respectably sharp. He moved softly to the bedroom door, and pushed it wide enough to be sure nobody was behind it. 

The bedroom was small, with a narrow wardrobe and a high bedframe he could mostly see under. He checked both, and confirmed there were no villains lurking. There was nobody in the room at all, except for the dead man on the bed.

Mr. Quiller of the Symposium would not be celebrating his fiftieth anniversary of service. He lay staring upwards, faded eyes wide with dismay, and a knife protruded from what had been a clean white shirt front. 

A knife.

Will couldn’t mistake it. He’d had it for eight years, and killed at least nine people with it. He could feel its carved handle now, phantom against his palm. It should have been in his desk at the shop, but it was right here, in this room, sticking out of a dead man’s chest. 

What the hell. Killing people with the Messer was his job.

Incredulity had blotted out everything else for a couple of seconds. Now Will stepped forward, reaching automatically for his knife, and as he did, he heard the aggrieved and piercing tones of an angry woman rising from the hall along with deep male voices. 

“What d’you mean, police? I didn’t call you. This is a respectable house! What do you want with Mr. Quiller?”

“Shit,” Will said aloud. 

Stay and explain? He could imagine how that would go. Take the Messer, and risk being found clutching a bloodstained murder weapon? He couldn’t decide what was best, and then he heard heavy but rapid feet on the stairs, and that made the decision for him. He dropped the kitchen knife, leapt for the sash window, shoved the bottom half up, and swung himself out. 

He dangled at the side of the house, hanging on to the sill. As with most houses of the type, there was a single-storey scullery out the back, invitingly below his feet. Will dropped to the roof with a thud that would be all too audible to anyone below, took two strides along, and went over the wall to the next yard. Above him he heard a cry. “Hey, you! Stop! Police!”

He was already evading the law; he might as well carry on. He sprinted to the end of the yard, went over the wall, and ran like hell, hearing the heavy thump of police feet behind him. 

There was a useful tangle of small streets, alleys, and mews behind Goodge Street, which Will knew reasonably well since the area housed a couple of specialist book dealers. He sprinted up Goodge Place, onto Tottenham Mews, forced himself to a walk across Charlotte Street so as not to attract attention, legged it again down the nameless passage off Chitty Street, and came out on Tottenham Street at a casual stroll. 

He was breathing too hard. He forced himself to keep to a shallow, calm, steady rhythm, even if his lungs were demanding air and his face was reddened with heat and exertion. He needed not to be noticeable. They hadn’t got a good look at him; they’d be after a running man. He’d lost the pursuit, so he just needed not to run and he’d be fine. He told himself that with force.

His coat was the same fawn colour as that of every second man on the street, and his hat was pretty standard too, but he bought a cap from a market stall anyway, taking the time to try it on even if his instincts were shouting at him to snatch one and run. Be ordinary. He made himself round another corner before replacing hat with cap, and stuffing the hat in a rubbish bin. It felt like doing something.

He strolled on until he found a public telephone, and asked the operator to put him through to the familiar number. After a few seconds he had an answer. “Lord Arthur Secretan’s residence.”

“Is he in? It’s urgent.”

“I’m afraid not, Mr. Darling.”

Hell’s teeth. “Where is he? I’m in trouble, Mr. Peacock.”

“May I be of assistance?”

The last thing he should do was drag Peacock into this. He could manage, probably. “Tell him, when you get hold of him, I’ve been set up and it’s bad. I need to stay out of sight, and I’m going to need help, and if I don’t call again he should check with the police because I’ll have been arrested for murder. I didn’t do it,” he added hastily. “Got to go.” 

He ducked out of the phone booth and walked on to nowhere in particular. London was busy with saunterers taking the air on this delightful June afternoon. Will set himself in the direction of Regent’s Park for lack of any better ideas, adjusted his cap to a jaunty angle, and tried to look like he didn’t have a care in the world. 

He’d been set up. Someone had called pretending to be from Aveston to get him out of the shop, and that would be when they’d gone in and taken the Messer. They’d waited for him to return—God almighty, they’d been watching, hadn’t they? The telephone had rung just after he’d got in, and there was a public telephone near May’s Buildings. Someone had been hanging around, and gone off and telephoned once they’d seen him. 

And then whoever it was had gone on ahead of Will, maybe in a motor—or perhaps there were two of them, one at Quiller’s rooms, the other waiting for Will and telephoning to confirm he was on his way. You’d want to time it tightly: the first man making sure Will had taken the bait before the second killed Quiller and made a call to the police. They’d pulled it off bloody well. Without the outraged landlady, he would have been caught red-handed, and he was very far from getting away clean since the Messer would be covered in his fingerprints. 

Will didn’t have a lot of doubt about who was behind this, or why. Kim had set himself against the new master of Zodiac, and this was the counter-move. 

They’d targeted him and not Kim directly. Doubtless that was because he was the easier target. And an obvious one, since Lord Waring had been aware they were lovers, and hadn’t kept it to himself, not to mention Will had been publicly identified as Kim’s henchman in the Press. He was Kim’s vulnerable spot, and Leo had exploited that to give him a nasty headache, with Will a mere pawn on the board. Again. 

At least he’d got away for now. The maid probably couldn’t describe him, and his fingerprints weren’t on record with the police, which would slow things down a bit. Of course, a single anonymous phone call from Zodiac would give the Met his name. Maybe they’d put a bulletin out for him as a wanted man. That would be nice.

If he had to think about what he wanted from the future, he was definitely starting with “not being arrested for murder”. 

He needed, urgently, to talk to Kim, and until then he needed to stay out of the Met’s way. The idea of turning himself in and trying to explain didn’t appeal in the slightest. He’d rather let them work out he hadn’t done it from a position of freedom, he really didn’t want to answer questions about Kim, and he’d had his shop raided before by a policeman who was on Zodiac’s payroll. He didn’t want to chance falling into the hands of another crooked copper, especially not if he was locked in a cell. 

Last time, the pretext for harassment had been indecent behaviour. He wondered if the Met would have a record of that, and if they’d raid the shop again, which caused him to make an urgent inventory of what Kim might have left lying around. There had been nothing for them to find on that first occasion, by luck rather than discretion, whereas now—

He stopped dead on the pavement. 

White Stains. That bloody book was enough on its own to get him in hot water if it was found in his shop, let alone Kim’s handwritten dedication to him, and it had been in the same drawer as the Messer. He’d even given it a plain paper cover, which in retrospect screamed Something Will Darling wants to keep secret! If whoever had stolen the knife had taken the trouble to look at the book...or if they hadn’t, and the police raided his shop and found it...

Today was just getting better and better. 

Right. He needed to go and get the damn book, if at all possible; he needed clothes and money; he needed somewhere to hide. Not with Kim, that was far too obvious, and nowhere near Maisie and Phoebe, because dragging them into this would be doing Zodiac’s work for them. He’d have to go somewhere else, and quickly, because there was going to be a manhunt. A brutal murder linked to the Symposium case would be all over the papers. Lodging-house owners and ticket clerks would be keeping a sharp eye out for a shifty character leaving London, or trying to find a bolthole. 

Will considered himself a generally law-abiding man, in the teeth of the evidence, or at least his law-breaking had always been within some fairly specific bounds. He had no idea how to go about being a fugitive from justice. 

He’d doubtless work it out, but first things first. He turned his steps south, back towards St. Martin’s Lane. Leo surely wouldn’t have called in his name yet, that would be too obvious, so there was a decent chance the police wouldn’t yet have identified him. He’d do a recce, and if it looked safe, he could grab clothes and cash. If not, he’d leave, and try Kim again, and...something, whatever. He’d be fine. He hadn’t, after all, murdered Quiller, even if it was oddly easy to feel like he had. 

Will made his way back down along the Tottenham Court Road, sticking to the busiest thoroughfares in the hope of being invisible in a crowd. That meant walking past two policemen, both of them patrolling with leisurely authority. He kept his pace steady, controlling the urge to hide his face. 

The papers weren’t proclaiming a special edition yet. He had time still.

Down the Charing Cross Road. Across to St. Martin’s Lane. The smell of motor-cars and London streets, underpinned by a faint imaginary whiff of mud, as though his brain felt that was what a crisis smelled like. He paused casually outside a bookshop window, patting his pockets as if looking for a smoke, and saw nobody who seemed to be watching the entrance to May’s Buildings. 

He went round the back anyway. As ever, the narrow alley was empty so he scaled the wall with the ease of practice, and came to his back door.

It was splintered. Someone had jimmied the lock. 

That might be the police, in which case they were waiting inside. It might equally have been Zodiac coming to get the Messer, and they were probably long gone. Will stood and considered for an indecisive second, but he had little choice: he only had about a quid on him and without money he was going to get caught. He took a breath and went in. 

The shop didn’t feel occupied. He stood still, listening for telltale creaks, then slid upstairs. The bedroom was empty too. He changed into the most dissimilar clothes he had in case of a description being circulated, threw a few days’ worth of clothing in a bag, checked he couldn’t see anything of Kim’s, and came down.

He felt horribly exposed by the bare windows but to pull the blinds down in the middle of the afternoon would be too noticeable. He emptied the petty cash into his wallet, and checked the desk drawer. White Stains had gone along with the Messer. He’d told himself to expect that, but it was still a blow.

Right, keep going. Clothes, money: he considered his other needs, had a good drink of water, and added a kitchen knife to his bag. It wasn’t the Messer, but it might come in handy.

And that was it. Time to go to wherever the hell he was going. 

He let himself out the back again, into the yard, and got one step before a man held a gun to his head. 
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Chapter Fourteen
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Will didn’t stop and think. (Do you ever? Kim would say.) He dropped low and put his right elbow into his assailant’s groin, connecting hard enough to jar his arm on bone and send the man over, keening. Will jabbed upwards and caught his chin, which took any remaining fight out of the enemy, and added a thump in the stomach to keep him quiet. He wrenched the gun from nerveless fingers and lobbed it away, over the side wall to his left.

If they had men at the back, they’d have them at the front. Will grabbed his bag, chucked it over the wall to his right, and scrambled after it. That brought him into his neighbour Norris’s yard, which was empty except for a couple of stray cats sunning themselves. Will jumped the next wall as well, rapidly scanned his options, scrambled over one more damn wall, and landed in the Black Horse’s yard, among a stack of barrels. A building rose on the far side of the yard, so the only way out was through. He straightened his jacket, brushed his knees off, adjusted his grip on the bag, and let himself in the back door of the pub. 

It was empty, which must mean it was past three. Will nodded to the landlord who was wiping tables as he passed, ignored the bewildered, “Mr. Darling?”, and headed out the front.

He risked a glance back down May’s Buildings. There was a black car parked in front of his shop, and a couple of men at the door. Bastards were probably breaking in. He didn’t wait to see if anyone looked his way, but kept going at the fastest walk that didn’t feel conspicuous, heading up to Leicester Square. Once he got on the Tube, he could vanish a lot quicker. 

The Underground wasn’t particularly busy, which for once he regretted: he wanted to be lost in a crowd. He went east by instinct, and made himself not get off at Holborn; instead he changed at Liverpool Street, got off at Whitechapel on the grounds that it was a place a man could disappear, and headed in the vague direction of the river, wondering what to do now.

Had he just assaulted a police officer? He bloody hoped not. They very rarely carried guns, and would surely have identified themselves. Not that he’d given anyone a lot of time to do that, though in fairness, he didn’t feel it was on him to hang around when people were pointing guns at him. He wished he’d stopped to take a proper look at his assailant, but his overriding instinct had been to get the hell out of there.

Either he’d thumped a policeman in the course of resisting arrest, or Leo had sent gunmen after him. Neither of those was good. 

He looked around, orienting himself to the Whitechapel streets. If ever he’d seen a place where policemen trod carefully, this looked like it. The street he was on was pretty mean, and a chaos of tiny, dark, deeply uninviting passages sprouted off it, obscured by barrows and stalls and sacks. It was all rank: low, filthy houses, blackened with coal smoke and industrial grime; crowds that were equal parts bustle and hustle, and lounge and watch. Joblessness had been a blight since the war ended, but it wasn’t nearly as obvious in Charing Cross as it was here. Pinch-faced children, hard-eyed women, idling men with hands in pockets looking for the main chance, or maybe just waiting till the pubs opened again. 

There were, Will knew, Whitechapel streets you would be very ill advised to walk down even in broad daylight—Flower and Dean, and Dorset Street, for two—but he had no idea where else in the area was no-man’s land. He was reasonably confident of his ability to look after himself, but looking after yourself included not getting into damn fool situations in the first place.

He’d intended to find a dosshouse for the night, thinking he’d go unnoticed, but now he decided that was a mistake. There would be a lot of different accents around here, but most of them would be from a lot further afield than the Midlands. He’d sound like a stranger, and to a lot of people that meant ‘victim’, which in turn meant he’d have to make trouble, which would attract attention... 

Or perhaps he was fretting for no reason, these people were all minding their own business, and the sense of hostile eyes on his back was entirely created by his own fears. He couldn’t tell, because he’d never been on the run before. 

Will cursed internally, and set off to tramp the streets a bit. He wanted to familiarise himself with the lie of the land, identify somewhere to stay, and with luck find a telephone box. All the while sticking to the broader thoroughfares because he wasn’t plunging into the Whitechapel labyrinth for anyone’s money.

After a couple of hours his hackles subsided a bit as he got used to the feel of the area. He went up and down Commercial Street, and stopped for a cup of tea and a snack at a Jewish café, which tried hard not to look German despite the owner’s accent. It provided a welcome distraction, since the meat and vegetables were pickled or preserved in unfamiliar ways with unusual flavours, and God knew what they did to the cobs—bagels, they were called here—to make them so chewy, shiny, and delicious. He’d want to come east again, he decided, once this was over, and found comfort in thinking about that. 

He’d identified a couple of decent-looking places he might kip for the night, but hadn’t gone into any. It was too early in the day, and in all honesty he didn’t want to sit still. He hadn’t found a public telephone in all his roaming, though, and he was uncomfortably conscious that even if he stayed the night here, he’d still have a problem in the morning. 

He just didn’t know where to go. If he’d actually been trying to flee a murder, he’d have headed straight for the docks and got on a boat, but he felt very reluctant to make himself look any guiltier than he already had. 

He was heading back west in the search for a public telephone when he heard the yell of a newsboy: “Ee’ng Sta’d! ’Orrible murder! Another Clubland killing!”

He lurked long enough to be sure there was no photograph of himself on the front page, then bought an Evening Standard, and lounged against a wall, bag between his feet, to read. 

MURDER IN GOODGE STREET

VICTIM WORKED AT SYMPOSIUM CLUB 

SUSPECT FLEES SCENE

That was the part that interested him. There was very little detail, as yet: a man had been spotted at the scene but evaded the police by escaping through a window; the Met was following several leads. He read the whole story anyway, as if “By the way, he’s called Will Darling” might be tucked away in a corner of the page, and was startled when someone tapped heavily on the other side of the paper he held.

“Oi!” he said, lowering it, and found himself facing a uniformed constable. 

A wave of panic hit, the urge to knock the man down and leg it only just held in check by an equally instinctive respect for the uniform. “Uh—”

“Move along, there,” the constable said, with just a flicker of a sneer. “Go on. You’re cluttering up the street.”

Will nodded, rather than replying in his too-distinctive accent—once he was named that would be mentioned, and he didn’t want to be remembered. For much the same reason, he didn’t ask the policeman what his sodding problem was, or whether this was a free country. It wasn’t, not if you were poor. Standing on Whitechapel High Street with his bag and flat cap and worn old mac, he wasn’t Mr. Darling, bookshop proprietor: he was a worker, probably an itinerant, likely undesirable, and certainly nobody to be respected. 

So he swallowed the insult, folded his paper, and walked, heading back out of the East End towards Aldgate, feeling the average incomes around him rise with every step west. It didn’t take him long to find a telephone. 

It was snatched up at the first ring. “Secretan.”

“Kim.” Will sagged against the phone box side, suddenly overwhelmed with relief. “Thank God. Did you get my message?”

“Where are you?”

“Aldgate.”

“Get to Finsbury Square in an hour exactly and I’ll pick you up.” His voice was clipped. “I’ll be in the motor. Don’t be early and for Christ’s sake don’t get caught.”

He hung up. Will stared at the receiver. He hadn’t expected a long chat, and clearly Kim was being efficient, but he could have done with a bit of human contact right then.

Which Kim would probably have known, so either he was really pissed off or there was trouble at his end too.

The next hour passed very slowly indeed. Will kept moving, because he now felt a lot too self-conscious to stop and read the paper on a bench. He just walked, looping through Bank and the City Road and Old Street, not wanting to get too far from his destination and keeping an eye on the clocks as he passed. There were plenty of men in suits leaving their offices, not so many working men like himself, and the numbers would start melting away pretty soon. He tugged his cap down a bit further and tried to look busy. 

He ended up in Finsbury Square with just a couple of minutes to spare. It was a big open square with a fair bit of traffic yet. He started to walk around it, and had to restrain himself from waving and yelling in sheer relief when he saw the gleaming Daimler ahead. 

Kim was cruising smoothly around the square; Will turned to head the other way, walking briskly, and met his eyes as he came around on a second circuit. Kim pulled over; Will jumped in, and slid down in the seat. 

“God,” he said. “Thanks.”

“Were you followed? Seen?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Good,” Kim said. “Christ bloody Jesus, Will. Jesus.”

“Sorry.”

“Sorry, he says.” Kim took a deep breath. “What happened?”

Will gave him the story, as concisely as possible. Kim heard him out in silence, weaving his way north-eastwards through the London traffic in an unusually sedate manner, presumably so as not to get stopped by the police. 

“What a mess,” he said once Will had finished. “Your instinct not to hang around at the scene of the crime was a good one, but what a bloody mess. I suppose you had to leave the Messer.”

“It’s harder to get a knife out than to stick it in. And I didn’t think it needed extra fingerprints of mine on it.”

“If only Chingford had your sense. On the down side, it’s extremely identifiable, and indeed it has been identified.”

“Already? Shit. How did the Met get on that?”

“They didn’t,” Kim said. “The Private Bureau did.”

“What?”

“I had that appointment with DS this afternoon. I was hoping to bargain for Chingford’s life. Instead, I found myself buttonholed by an extremely angry Bill Merton, who said you beat the daylights out of one of his men at the bookshop.”

“Oh, bugger,” Will said wholeheartedly. “Damn.”

“Is there a reason—?”

“He held a gun to my head, and he didn’t identify himself.”

“Seems fair to me,” Kim said. “DS won’t see it that way: he takes these things personally. Merton has been following up the Fairfax–Zodiac connection since he spoke to you a few days ago, and is also talking to Rennick. He recognised the description of the Messer. How the blazes does he know the Messer?”

“I showed it to him at the shop when we were talking about Captain Yoxall. Oh, hell: there might have been a journalist hanging round outside as well.”

“Looking in through the windows? Marvellous.” 

They were driving up the Columbia Road, which Will only knew in its Sunday best as a flower market, heading towards Stratford, the last rays of the sun well behind them. He had no idea where they were going; away was all he needed at this point. “Sorry. I’ve made a real mess of this.”

“Not your fault,” Kim said. “This is what dealing with Zodiac has always been like. I assumed Waring was the twisty brain behind it but clearly Leo has impressive powers. Which raises the question: how the devil did he know enough about the Aveston deal to set you up like that? That came off before Fairfax’s death. Has he been watching you, or me, for a while?”

“That’s a good question,” Will said slowly. “You know George Yoxall is friends with Aveston? His name came up when we were talking.”

“The same Yoxall who Fairfax attempted to blackmail, and who has no alibi for the murder?”

Will did not want to consider Captain Yoxall’s nephew in that light. “Oh, hell, Kim. I liked him. He seemed a decent man.”

“So did Waring, to most people,” Kim said. “Leo will be just as intelligent and manipulative. Highly plausible, good at deception, with at least superficial charm—”

“Oh my God. It’s you, isn’t it?”

Kim grinned for the first time since Will had got in the car, even if it looked a bit tight. “Oh, sod off.” 

“Is it likely, though? I mean, why would Yoxall have involved himself in the investigation if he was the killer? And Merton said he was an honorary nephew.”

“As recent events demonstrate, we all have unfortunate relatives,” Kim said. “Relatives— Hold on, wait a moment. Didn’t Aveston’s uncle bequeath part of his collection to his club?”

“Sporting books, including the first six volumes of Pierce Egan’s Boxiana.” Will had resented missing out on that plum, which was a lot more to his taste than madrigals. “Which club—?”

“Take a wild guess.”

“Of course. It all leads back to the Symposium, doesn’t it?”

“There’s a library committee, people will have talked about you after the Cheveley business—all right, that wouldn’t be hard to dig out. But Leo has to be a member, it’s all too close otherwise. Incestuous, even. Next question: how many people were involved in trapping you?”

“I reckon it was a two-man job at least.”

“It was timed extremely tightly. Someone gets you out of the way with that fake phone call, raids your shop for the Messer, heads up to Goodge Street and Quiller’s rooms. Someone else is watching your shop and makes a telephone call when you come back, at which point the man with Quiller rings you again and you agree to come to Goodge Street. Our murderer waits a reasonable amount of time, kills Quiller, and places the call to the police. I wonder if that call came from Quiller’s rooms, or from a telephone box where someone was watching for your arrival.”

“There’s one on the corner of Goodge Street. I passed it.”

“If I were official, we could chase up telephone operators and find out which calls were placed from where. I’m sure that’s happening now. I expect they’ve already learned that a call was made from Quiller’s number to yours shortly before the murder.”

“You think they called me from his room?”

“I would. It ties you in very neatly and easily. They might even have had him make the call himself. He would certainly not have been killed until you were well on your way.”

Will imagined the old man, bound or gagged, listening to someone croak out an imitation of his quavering, fearful voice. “Jesus.”

“There is a very familiar cruelty to it, and a cleverness. They’ve really got you, Will. Your prints on the murder weapon, your presence at the scene, calls to and from your shop—”

“From?”

“A fiver says the person who took your knife stopped to place a call to Quiller while he was at it. Again, I would. Piling up the evidence against you.”

“About that,” Will said. “They took the book. White Stains. The one you wrote in.”

There was a brief silence. 

“Damn,” Kim said. “Damnation. All right. Leo has that. The Met has a handy pile of circumstantial evidence, plus you resisting arrest. The Private Bureau has you doing the same with violence, plus knowing the Messer, and is well aware of the connection between us. Not that the Met will be far behind on that.”

“Hell’s teeth. Any more good news?”

“The police found a bloodstained handkerchief in Quiller’s room, bearing Chingford’s embroidered crest.”

Will turned to stare at him. “You’re bloody joking.”

“If only. One damn thing after another, isn’t it? Still, you did say there’d be a handkerchief, and it’s nice to be right.”

“I could have lived with being wrong. How did Quiller have that?”

“The obvious inference is that he found it when he was left alone in the billiard room to guard the body. It was discovered in a drawer with a pile of cash, so we may assume that he used it to blackmail Chingford, who had him killed.”

“Shitting hell,” Will said wholeheartedly.

“Well, yes,” Kim said. “Except it’s been set up to look like he had him killed by you, and the only reason you’d do it is because I asked you to, and the only reason I’d do that is on Chingford’s behalf, and even he isn’t stupid enough to set up a killing where the false evidence points directly at himself. So what’s actually happened is that Zodiac decided we’re a threat, and set this up to strike at you, me, and Chingford together. I imagine Leo’s been keeping that handkerchief for a rainy day. I’d like to think this is a show of panic that indicates I’m getting close to him.”

“Are you?”

“No. Don’t have a clue.”

“Pity,” Will said. “What do we do now?”

Kim flicked a glance over. “I admire your faith. It seems to me the priority is to get you right out of the way while we unpick this mess. Somewhere the Press can’t go, and people won’t talk even if they were to recognise your face when it inevitably appears in the papers.”

“Sounds marvellous. Where might that be?”

“We’re on our way.”

“Where?”

Kim kept his eyes fixed on the road. “My father’s house.”

“Your— What, the big one?”

“The big one. It’s about eighty miles.”

Holmclere, seat of the Marquess of Flitby, and Kim’s family home. “Are we expected?”

“I telephoned my father and informed him we would be coming.” 

He didn’t sound overjoyed. “I thought you weren’t allowed to set foot in the place.”

“I told Father I had information about Chingford’s case which could not go through a third party, and he gave in with surprising ease. He’s clearly worried. Don’t expect a warm welcome.”

“I wasn’t, but if I’m going to be in the papers as a murderer—”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Look, Holmclere is exceedingly remote. It’s in the countryside between Ipswich and Felixstowe, on reasonably extensive grounds. You won’t be spotted by casual passers-by because there aren’t any. Chingford’s there on bail, so talking to the Press will already be a sackable offence, and the vultures can’t get near the house without being seen coming. It’s an excellent place for you to lurk out of sight, and that’s all we need for a few days. We’ll have to give you a false name—”

“I’ve already met your brother under my own name, remember?”

“I do, but he won’t,” Kim said with absolute assurance. “You aren’t important.”

“Right.”

“This going to be bloody awful, and I apologise in advance, but it’s the best I have. We need to hide you, and I need to find out what Chingford’s involvement is, because he’s in this up to his neck.” He breathed out hard. “I found his name in Fairfax’s notebook, Will. A regular monthly payment going back three years. He was without question being blackmailed.”

“Hell’s bells,” Will said. “What will that mean?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“What did DS say in your meeting?”

“We didn’t have it. Bill Merton told me you had murdered Quiller and were on the run. I felt that was more urgent than a chat with DS, so I left.”

“It wasn’t a chat. You were going to trade Fairfax’s papers for Chingford!”

“I was,” Kim said. “Which, as you so eloquently pointed out, stank. I’m not going to do that now.”

“Then what?”

Kim didn’t answer for a moment. At last he said, “I promised not to lie to you and I won’t. That being the case, if you’d kindly promise me not to over-react to what I’m about to say—”

“Kim? What the bloody hell did you do?”

“I called Peacock,” Kim said. “I thought you’d have ’phoned, and you had. I told Merton you’d been framed up, and that he could have Fairfax’s papers at once if he backed off and didn’t tell the Met anything about you. He agreed. So I handed them over, called my father, and waited for you to ring.”

Will’s mouth was moving but it took him a few seconds to manage sound. “Are you serious?”

“Yes.”

“You were going to agree that, with DS, and you gave it up for me?”

Kim didn’t take his eyes off the road. “It’s trivial.”

“How is it trivial? It’s Chingford’s life. The one thing you wanted!”

“That is almost hilariously wrong. I can’t have you paying the price for my mistakes, Will, still less for my convenience.”

“There’s a bit more than your convenience at stake. For Christ’s sake, Kim, I know what you just did for me!”

“And you know why.” 

That was unanswerable. Will stared at the road, lit by the Daimler’s powerful headlamps, but with the dusk closing in on them outside that little bubble of light. “Look—”

“We’re not discussing it,” Kim said, in a tone that didn’t brook argument. “First, because we said we’d leave the subject for now. Second, because I told you not to over-react and the least you could do is oblige. And third, because you’re about to be faced by what I laughably call my family, at which point you may well develop strong views on how much of this you can take.”

“Oh, rubbish.”

“Are you going to tell me they can’t be that bad?” Kim’s tone was light and bitter as a gin and tonic.

“Of course I’m not. I’ve seen your scars. But I’m not planning to blame you for whatever they do.”

“You may find that easier said than done.” 

Will glanced at his profile, the tension round his jaw. “Do you want to talk about it? Because if I’m going to meet them, maybe I should know.”

Kim shrugged one shoulder. “My brother is a brutish bully who despises everything about me. My father prizes our heritage and position above all, and has a very strong sense of the directions in which power and duty flow. He’s well aware that Freddie Secretan is an oaf—one could hardly miss it—but as his heir, Lord Chingford is sacred and may do as he pleases. Thus, the issues between us were by definition my fault, the more so because of my obstinate refusal to amend the situation. If I complained of Chingford’s behaviour at home or school, I was whining; if I hit back, I was violent and uncontrolled; if I retaliated in other ways or hid from him, I was sly and deceptive. And so on. It wears one down eventually, or at least it wore me down. Others would doubtless have been more resilient. I expect it would have been water off a duck’s back to you.”

“Maybe,” Will said. “Then again, I wasn’t brought up to be a punchbag in the first place. Isn’t Chingford a fair bit older than you?”

“Seven years.”

“So we’re talking about a fifteen-year-old kicking an eight-year-old? God’s sake. What about your younger brother?” 

“Ah, Henry. I believe Maisie used the phrase ‘thick as day-old porridge’ the other day, which rather sums it up.” Kim gave a thin smile. “A nice boy, obliging, cheerfully obedient. Did what he was told. I didn’t, you see. I realised early on that I’d rather be disliked than subjugated, so I made life as unpleasant as possible for everyone. I spied on Chingford shamelessly and reported his goings-on, breaking windows or bothering the housemaid or what-have-you. Once or twice those discoveries obliged my father to punish him, for which they both bitterly resented me. Actually, I nearly got him expelled from Eton once.” He said that in a tone of fond reminiscence. “That was a high point. I stole, sneaked, and generally made a damned nuisance of myself because those were the weapons I had. Or possibly my natural inclination, who can say. Happy families.”

Will’s mother had been firm-handed, and not demonstrative in her affection, but if anyone had ever tried bullying him she’d have been out there with her sleeves rolled up and the copper stick in her hand. He couldn’t imagine growing up in the feverish, spiteful atmosphere Kim described. “That sounds bloody miserable.”

“Henry had it easier. In part because he was twelve years younger than Chingford, so he spent less time living with him and they weren’t at school together, but mostly because he didn’t protest. If you slammed his head in a door, he might muster an injured ‘I say!’ but he wouldn’t hold a grudge, still less do anything about it.”

“Slammed...?”

“One of Chingford’s little tricks. It hurt.”

“Fuck’s sake,” Will said. “And fuck your brother. Let him hang. Why are we going to do a bloody thing for him?”

“We aren’t. We are going to find out what exactly he was up to with Fairfax and use that to get this business untangled and you out of trouble. My father will take it extremely poorly, and the whole thing is going to be awful, but it’s all I’ve got.”

“You’ve got me out of being arrested and you’re hiding me in a stately home while you solve a murder, and that’s all you’ve got?” Will rolled his eyes. “Bit of a poor show, really.”

“Let’s see if any of it works,” Kim said, and they drove on into the gathering gloom. 
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Chapter Fifteen
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They reached the house around ten that night. The drive had taken longer than expected, partly because they stopped for a leisurely dinner at a pub, taking advantage of Will’s as-yet unbreached anonymity, and partly because Kim hadn’t used the accelerator with his usual recklessness. Will didn’t fear for his life even once, which suggested Kim didn’t much want to get there. 

When they did arrive, things started badly and got worse. 

For a start, the ‘reasonably extensive grounds’ were massive. They drove through a large elegant gateway, and then through what seemed like acres of meadow, and past a wood, and on, and on. Will saw the distant lights of a house twinkling in the June dark, and thought they were nearly there, but the road kept going, and as the house came closer, it just got bigger. 

“It’s sodding huge,” he said at last.

“Yes.”

“It’s a castle.”

“It’s not a castle. It’s an extremely large house.”

“What’s the difference?”

“It doesn’t have a portcullis. Please don’t say it’s a castle. This is bad enough.” 

The great building loomed over them as Kim pulled up in front, ghostly-pale. They probably had ghosts, didn’t they? Several servants in black and white—basically evening dress, which they wore a lot better than Will had ever worn his—were waiting to open the Daimler’s doors as soon as Kim switched off the engine. 

“Lord Arthur,” said a bald man, with respectful warmth. “May I say that it is a great pleasure to welcome you home once more.”

“As long as you don’t say it in anyone’s earshot,” Kim said. “Thank you, Hastings, it’s good to see you. Were you informed I have a friend with me? This is Mr. John Willerton. Will, Hastings has been the butler here for many years.”

“Welcome to Holmclere, Mr. Willerton.” Hastings bowed. “You are both in the East Wing, on the Floral Stair. James will take your bags. My lord and Lord Chingford are in the Blue Drawing-Room.”

“Waiting up? Oh good,” Kim said. “I trust there’s brandy available. No, we’ve eaten, that’s all right. Thank you, Hastings.”

“Old friend?” Will said, low-voiced, as they headed into the castle. House. Mansion.

“Good man. That’s all the welcome we’re going to get, by the way.”

Will had stayed in stately homes before, or two, anyway. Viscount Aveston’s place was not much more than a large old farmhouse, if very large and very old, and actually quite homely in its way. Lord Waring’s Hertfordshire house had been bigger, grander, and far less normal, decorated as it was with armour, flags, and oil paintings of battles, as well as extremely sharp swords on the walls. Will wouldn’t forget those in a hurry. 

Holmclere left them both standing. The entrance hall was huge, with porcelain vases and marble busts on pedestals, full-length portraits of dead aristocrats in gilt frames, elaborate carving and ornate silverware. It was gigantic and silent, and the money dripped off it everywhere you looked. 

A palace. That was the word. Kim had been born in a sodding palace.

They handed over their coats, and Kim led the way through a procession of rooms and halls. The decoration was pretty old-fashioned to Will’s mind, although his main point of reference was Kim’s well-lit flat with its clean lines and bright colours. This place was ornate, designed for display rather than comfort, giving no sense of the owner’s personality beyond his well-stuffed wallet. Lots of furniture, lots of oil paintings, lots of things. It was impeccably clean, and it looked like nobody lived here at all. 

Maybe he’d been born in a museum.

The smell of cigar smoke was almost a relief. It led them through to the Blue Drawing-Room which was, unsurprisingly, decorated in blue: deep dark shades for the upholstery, paler on the walls, dominated by a painting of a woman in powder blue satin and sapphires. She had very dark eyes and the sort of uncompromising expression that, were she three decades older, would see her called hatchet-faced, and if she wasn’t Kim’s mother, Will would eat his hat. 

And, talking of his family...

They were both wearing evening dress, although there was nobody else here. Lord Chingford sat with his legs spread wide in a velvet-covered chair, cigar in hand. His gaze passed over Will as though he were furniture, and rested on Kim with the expression of pop-eyed hostility that seemed to be his instinctive response to his younger brother. “It’s here, Father,” he remarked, and puffed hard on his cigar.

The other man in the room was significantly older, in his early seventies, perhaps, tall and thin. Facially he resembled his elder son more than the younger, except that his expression was reminiscent of Kim at his most unpleasantly sneering. “Arthur,” Lord Flitby said.

“Sir.”

“Only the extraordinary circumstances, and your extraordinary claims, have caused me to permit this visit. I expected you earlier.”

“Once again, I disappoint,” Kim said. “I beg your pardon.” 

Lord Flitby’s nostrils flared. “It is far too late to discuss your business tonight and I am engaged with Stratton tomorrow. I shall not rearrange my affairs for your convenience. You may stay until my return. I hope you understand the tolerance that is being extended to you. Send your man to the servants’ hall.”

“John Willerton is my friend and a guest in this house,” Kim said. “Charmed as ever, sir. Chingford.” He wheeled around and stalked out. Will followed in silence, through corridors and up stairs and round corners, until they reached a second-floor stretch that was wallpapered with a profusion of peonies. Kim tried a couple of doors. “Here we are.”

‘Here’ was a guest room, with a decent-sized bed and the usual trappings, plus watercolours of more flowers on the walls. It was a perfectly nice room by normal standards. Will guessed it wasn’t even close to the best Holmclere had to offer. His bag was placed on a nightstand, looking oddly empty, so he went and checked. “Shit.” 

“What?”

He took out the kitchen knife. “I packed this in case, and your people have unpacked all my clothes and left it in here. What’ll they have thought of that?”

“It doesn’t matter. They aren’t employed to think.” 

Will bit back the reply he’d normally have made. “Is that you talking or your father?”

“Take a guess. Christ, Will, I’m sorry.”

Will put the knife down and walked towards him, arms out. Kim folded into them. “Hell. I wish you weren’t here.”

“You want me to go?”

“No. God, no, I need you. It’s just that having you witness my delightful family adds an additional layer of humiliation to the whole thing that I didn’t expect.”

“I don’t see why,” Will said. “I mean, I do. They’ve no right to talk like that. But they’re the ones who look like arseholes.”

“Would you say so? Because to be on the receiving end of that level of contempt—”

“My mother scrubbed floors in a house a tenth the size of this one, and if I’d ever spoken to anyone that way, I’d have had the back of her hand for bad manners. A marquess ought to do better, not worse.”

That won a weak smile. “God, I love it when you play the stolid bourgeois.” 

“I’d rather be that than a mannerless blue-blooded prick in a museum. Is it just the two of them in this whole place?”

“It’s normally just my father. And about forty staff, of course.”

“No wonder he’s so miserable. Where are you sleeping?”

“Somewhere on this corridor, I suppose.”

“You don’t have your own bedroom? In a house this size?”

“That privilege was removed.”

Will pulled him a bit closer, hating this. “I don’t suppose you could stay in here.”

“It would probably be ill judged.”

“In that case, can we get a drink?”

Kim disengaged himself, went to the wall, and pressed a bell. Will gave him a look. “I meant going downstairs and getting one. Not making some poor sod run halfway across East Anglia to ask what you want.”

“That’s their job,” Kim said. “And it’s been a long and fairly awful day, so I’d prefer not to risk meeting my brother again before I have to. And mostly I’m Lord Arthur here and this is how things are done. I’m afraid, for the present, you will have to accustom yourself to that.”






***
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WILL WOKE EARLY. THERE was a reasonably modern bathroom on the corridor, so he treated himself to a good wash, which he needed after yesterday’s running around, and went to the room they had identified as Kim’s because his baggage was in there.

He knocked quietly, and let himself in. Kim glanced up at him, turned over in bed, and grunted without enthusiasm. 

“Morning. Didn’t sleep well?”

“No.” Kim rubbed his face. “You look revoltingly perky.”

“I’ve slept in worse places.” Will sat on the bed. Kim was wearing satin pyjamas of a lurid purple shade. He slept naked when they shared a bed, which was preferable on several levels. Will wondered if he’d be amenable to having his pyjamas taken off for him, and decided not. He wasn’t in the mood himself. This place was pretty passion-killing: the sterile atmosphere, the simmering hostility, the sense of being unwelcome and under siege, and the heavy hand of privilege pressing down from every direction. It was giving him an urge to kick things, and Kim didn’t look too bright either. 

“Come on, get up,” he said, trying for cheerful. “It’s a beautiful day out there. Do you reckon I’ll have my face in the papers yet?”

“A good question,” Kim said, shoving back the bedclothes. “If not today then tomorrow. Something to look forward to.”

Breakfast was served in the Breakfast Room. Will kept his thoughts to himself on people who had an entire room just for breakfast, and felt grateful that it was help-yourself from chafing dishes. He wasn’t up to dealing with flunkies in evening dress at this hour. 

“When are we going to talk to your father and Chingford?”

“This afternoon, I suppose. He won’t be in a hurry to hear me out. And even if he was, it is important that he should do so at his convenience rather than mine, to emphasise our respective importance. We may as well make use of the day until then. Would you care for a tour of the house?”

Will was pretty sure he wouldn’t, but the feeling battled with morbid curiosity and lost. “Go on, then.”

He regretted it fairly quickly. It wasn’t just that the place was so big and so lavish and so horribly empty. It was that as they walked through room after room, decorated with trappings Will didn’t know how to appreciate, the tomblike silence of the place descended on them both. Kim’s descriptions were mannered and forced, and when he didn’t speak, it was not in the usual way they were quiet together, but in a nothing-to-say way that made an empty space between them. And how could Will talk when it felt like he was on a Cook’s Tour of a stately home, and everything he said was an advertisement of how little he belonged? 

Your endless bloody class-consciousness, Kim had said. Will would like to know how he was supposed to be oblivious to class while standing in a palace with a man who’d been born there, looking at paintings of his ancestors. 

“The sixth marquess, by Van Dyck,” Kim said. They were in the Portrait Room, a room full of portraits. The unlamented Lord Waring had named his rooms after Napoleonic battles, which was bloody stupid, but the stating-the-obvious names here were getting on Will’s wick just as much. “He was a drinking companion of Charles II; Rochester—the poetical earl, you know—wrote a highly offensive poem about him. We were Royalists, of course. The lady with the saccharine smile and the look in her eyes that could curdle milk is my great-grandmother, by Sir Thomas Lawrence. Allegedly she had a brief sojourn as the Prince Regent’s mistress, but who didn’t?”

He was trying to be funny. Will would have liked to be funny back, or at least give him the laugh he was working for. He couldn’t.

Footsteps echoing, they went from the Portrait Room into the Long Gallery, which was indeed long and had even more art. Lots and lots of landscapes: a few Constables showing East Anglian countryside, many more of imaginary-looking places with dramatic cliffs, or Italian cities with architecture. Plenty of still lifes too, of the kind that showed dead hares on tables surrounded by lumpy fruit and vegetables. It was probably worth a fortune. Will hated all of them except the Constables, and would have preferred to hate everything. 

Kim was trotting out more names that probably meant something to the initiated: Canaletto, Van Bayeren, Fuseli. This painting had been acquired by the seventh marquess at such-and-such a diplomatic event. That one used to belong to a famous person Will hadn’t heard of. A third was considered the artist’s masterpiece. And so on.

“Don’t they have any pre-Raphaelites?” Will asked abruptly. He wasn’t sure he liked those much either, but Kim loved them. Kim filled his walls with yearning knights and soulful maidens, pictures full of hope and longing for something beyond the material. That was the romantic streak that Lord Flitby and Lord Chingford and life hadn’t managed to kick out of him, and there was nothing like it here in the procession of grand people, grand architecture, things.

“I doubt it. My father dislikes sentiment.”

That wasn’t all he disliked, Will thought, looking round at the acres of oil. He’d bet money that not one single painting here had been bought because someone loved it, and he couldn’t stand this any more. “Can we get out of here? Go outside?”

Kim nodded. He led the way along, and round, and down the stairs to a corridor where they came face to face with Lord Chingford.

He was wearing plus fours. Will had always thought they were the stupidest way you could wear trousers short of putting them on your head, and Lord Chingford’s appearance wasn’t changing his mind.

“Christ,” the Earl said in lieu of greeting. “Must you be underfoot all the damned time?”

“I’d prefer not to be,” Kim said. “Perhaps we could have the conversation that I came here for, and then I can remove myself from your presence.”

“I’ve nothing to say to you.”

“You’ll have to speak to someone at some point. This is a murder case: you don’t have the luxury of keeping your affairs private.”

Chingford’s lip curled. “I can keep them private from you. Mind your own bloody business.”

“Are you expecting to have a choice about this?” Kim said. “You’ve been charged, Chingford, do you grasp that? I can help—”

“I don’t need your help.” 

“There are some strings Father can’t pull. Murder is one.”

“What would you know?” Chingford demanded. “He got you off, didn’t he? Pity it was at Henry’s expense. Maybe you should have helped by doing your damned duty like everyone else, you cowardly little shit. Get out of my way.”

He barrelled forward. Kim stepped aside. Will did not, and found the irate aristocrat right in his face. “I said, get out of my way. Are you deaf?” He put a hand to Will’s shoulder, and shoved. 

Will stepped back. Kim inhaled, but didn’t speak.

Chingford marched off down the corridor. Will turned to stare after him, then looked back at Kim. 

“Outside,” he said. 
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Chapter Sixteen
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It was a lovely day, if not as warm as the sun might lead you to believe, thanks to a steady salt-tinged wind. Will filled his lungs and exhaled a few times. “Are we near the coast?”

“About three miles from the North Sea, but we’re between the River Stour and the Orwell. Tidal up here, hence the sea air. We should probably stay within the grounds for the moment, I’m afraid.”

“As long as we’re out of that madhouse. Jesus wept.”

Kim’s face twitched. “I did warn you.”

“You didn’t say the half of it. You couldn’t have. When you said you didn’t want to inherit your brother’s position—”

“You thought I was being dramatic? Well you might. All that magnificence could be mine, and isn’t that something anyone might aspire to? Kill for, even?”

“I wouldn’t take it if you threw in a packet of chips,” Will said, with as much sincerity as he’d ever felt in his life. “Christ.”

“I know that. I know that, Will. You can’t put up with this, and why should you? If Chingford hangs—”

“He might not, and if he does, there’s still the south of sodding France!” Will said loudly. “You don’t have to be anywhere near this—this morgue!”

“Mausoleum.”

“What?”

“A huge empty building that only serves to glorify the dead is a mausoleum.”

Will had a strong urge to shake him. He also had a creeping and unpleasant memory of men he’d known in the trenches. Some had broken to varying degrees in the face of the mud and the endless noise and the unspeakable things you saw and smelled and did; some had constructed mental shields, built up of religion or superstition or whatever they could use. Some, like Will, had turned off the parts of the mind that thought about anything but the present, and carried on day after day, doing what needed doing and seeing how it went. And some men had gone away inside their heads because that was the only place they could go, and that was the look in Kim’s eyes now.

It might not sound like much—a bullying brother, an unfair father. People had far worse all the time. Will couldn’t give a tinker’s curse for people: he cared about Kim, and the mental laceration that had led him to take a razor to his arms, and the way he was moving now, like his entire body was a mass of paper-cuts. 

“You’re not going to hurt yourself, right?” he said, unsure if he should, unable not to.

“Hurt—? Hardly. Why would I need to with so many people ready to do that for me?”

All right, fuck this, we’re leaving, Will wanted to say. He could lie low somewhere else. But Kim couldn’t go because he needed to talk to Chingford, to find out whatever he could in a last-ditch effort to extricate himself from this mess. Which he might have done from a distance, but he’d thrown away his leverage with the Private Bureau, his best chance at freeing himself, for Will’s sake. 

“Oh, God,” he said. “Kim.”

“What?”

Will wanted to hold him, except they were walking down a path through a formal garden, with yew clipped into stupid unnatural shapes, and men standing around them, cutting off the bits that didn’t fit. He bit back a curse. “Didn’t we drive past a wood? Can we get to that?”

“If you like.”

It took a while. They walked in silence, under the June sun cooled by sea air, well-kept paths and lawn under their feet. It ought to have been more of a pleasure than it was. The grounds turned from manicured to artificially natural to something that looked like it might have grown by itself, and finally Kim led the way along a path till they found themselves surrounded by, unexpectedly, pine. Will doubted that was native to East Anglia either, but it was clearly an established plantation, and the forest floor was thick with ferns, standing a good four or five feet high. 

So he grabbed Kim’s hand and dragged him into the undergrowth. 

“The path is back there,” Kim pointed out

“Sod the path.” Will shoved his way forward. Ferns were pretty scratchy when you got up close, it turned out. “I need you to be with me. Not in that house, or the grounds. With me.” There was a patch of sunlight ahead of them, filtering through the trees. He stamped a stand of bracken flat, tossed his coat on top of it, and lay down. “Come here. Put your coat down.”

Kim didn’t even complain that it would get dirty. He took it off with precise, unenthusiastic movements, put it on the bracken, and sat down next to Will. Will tugged him backwards, got his arm under Kim’s shoulders, then shifted around so that they finally ended up with Kim’s head on his chest. Just lying there in silence. Just them. 

He didn’t know how long they stayed there, sun on their faces, breeze rippling over skin. It didn’t matter: he had nowhere else to be. He’d stay here forever, if that was what Kim needed, until the horrible barrier that had stood between them in that horrible house ebbed away in the clean air. 

He watched the sway of the trees, the clouds scudding across the pale blue sky. He listened to Kim breathing, mostly quietly, with the occasional quick, sharp inhalation as something nasty passed through his mind. He felt the painfully slow relaxation of his lover’s tense shoulders, and then, after a very long time, Kim put up a hand, and Will held it. 

A few more minutes passed, and finally Kim spoke. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

“But I am. Sorry and also intolerable, I realise that. I thought I wouldn’t care. It’s been years. I don’t care, damn it, and yet—”

“Coming here knocked the scabs off?”

Kim’s shoulders heaved. “I had an idea that if you were with me it wouldn’t matter. Instead it’s so much worse because I’m seeing it all through your eyes. Christ knows what you must think.”

“I think your family are arseholes.”

“Apart from that.”

“No, that’s pretty much it. Absolute arseholes.” He hesitated, but it had to be faced. “And I think I don’t belong here.”

Kim let his hand go. Will could feel the rigidity return to his lover’s shoulders. “I’d like to argue that. I wish I could.”

“But you can’t, because I don’t belong here, and nor do you. They’ve made that clear.”

“Yet here we are, and if Chingford swings, the noose goes round my neck too.”

“Jesus,” Will said. “I’m not having you feel like this.”

“I’m fairly sure my feelings are mine to handle.”

“Not when some bastard’s making you miserable and I can do something about it. In fairness, the bastard making you miserable is usually you—”

Kim gave the ghost of a laugh. “Harsh, if true.”

“But not right now, so this has got to stop. Today. I’m not waiting on your father’s convenience. I want to get done and get out of here quick smart.” 

“Sounds marvellous. How do you propose we go about it?”

Will shrugged, feeling Kim’s head shift on his chest. “We go back in and I beat the shit out of Chingford until he tells us the truth.”

“Right,” Kim said. “Not your most subtle plan, I have to say.”

“I didn’t promise subtlety.”

“For which much thanks. It’s tempting, but no. Or, at least, let’s save it for a last resort.”

“Then what’s your alternative? Because staying here watching you shrivel up from the inside isn’t an option. I can’t have you hurt like this.”

“That is an irony,” Kim said. It sounded painful. “Because if we’re talking about hurting me, we both know who can do it in a way that makes my father’s efforts look like a child’s tantrum. Who could destroy me.”

Will’s skin prickled. “Who?”

“You.”

“Me? What did I do?”

“You made me fall in love,” Kim said. “You made me want to be a better man, even if I had to claw my way to that conclusion through thickets and thorns. You made me wake wanting you there and sleep in the knowledge that you were, and believe that I had you by my side, with that glorious, stubborn, unshakeable Will Darling obstinacy. And I am terrified, I am sick with fear, that I will lose you to the walking ancestral curse that is my family—not just the painted trappings and gilded vainglory, but the hollowed-out decaying heart of it. That’s my magnificent inheritance: a family rotten to the core, a blighted tree that will fall in the next storm. And you’re strong and clean, and I don’t deserve you at my best, so how can I ask you to put up with this?”

“Jesus,” Will said. “You don’t half talk bollocks. I know you, Kim Secretan. I know how you scoured England to find me when I was locked in a room, and how you lied up hill and down dale to get your hands on a paper and then handed it over anyway because it was the right thing to do. You ripped yourself apart for fear of hurting Phoebe, you gave up your ticket out of this mess for me, and you think you’re rotten? You stupid bastard, you’re true as steel.”

Kim made a noise in his throat. Will grabbed for him, and Kim scrambled around, and then he was over Will, kissing him frantically through sobs, shuddering in his grip. Will kissed him back while he could, and held on tight to his heaving shoulders when Kim collapsed on his chest. 

Maybe all he could do was be the port in Kim’s storm, but that was what he’d do, for as long as it took.

The storm blew itself out in the end. Kim buried his face in Will’s now-wet shirt; Will took his weight and stroked his hair while his breathing evened out. 

At last, Kim lifted his head a little. “Ugh. Once again, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Will said. “Stop apologising for things that aren’t your fault. And stop thinking I’m about to walk away, because I’m not. I—”

“No, no, no,” Kim said over him. “Don’t say it.”

“Why not?”

“Because I need you to be able to walk away. I know what you’re like. If you made me any promises, you’d feel bound to keep them, come hell or high water.”

“I thought you wanted that.”

“I don’t want you bound by words you later regret because you think I need to hear them now. It isn’t fair. When we have a degree of certainty about what my position will be, you’ll have the information to decide yours.”

“Any reason I can’t take my own decisions for myself, when I want to?”

“Because I’m not the only one having a rotten time here,” Kim said. “Please, Will. If you can’t stand this, I don’t want you to force yourself through it.”

“Fine,” Will said. “I promise. I promise I’ll just bugger off whenever it seems like the easy way out for me, and leave you in this hundred-room hellhole with your family rubbing cheese-graters on your nerve endings. Is that what you want to hear?”

“I detect a note of sarcasm.”

“Take a step back, Kim. I’m a big boy now and I can look after myself. You concentrate on what we’re going to do if I’m not allowed to beat your brother to a pulp.”

“I didn’t say not allowed. I said last resort.” Kim adjusted his position, returning to lying with his head on Will’s stomach. Will found his hand and held it, and they watched the clouds move in silence some more. 

“Question,” he said after a while. “Your brother, Henry. He was, what, five years younger than you?”

“Yes.”

“Because I was reading about your family in the Mail the other day, and it said your brother joined up in 1917. He must have been eighteen by then, right?”

“Yes. Why?”

Will propped his head on his other arm. “Your family all seem to think your brother had to join up because you didn’t. But the Military Service Act had been around for a year or more. Everyone aged eighteen was meant to go. So how is it your fault?”

“Because ‘meant to’ is a flexible concept to people like my father,” Kim said. “He got Chingford a back-room job in the War Department as soon as he realised that it wouldn’t be over by Christmas. He intended me to be the family contribution to the war effort, but I declined, and worse, did so in public. Speaking at anti-war meetings and being aggressively Bolshevik and so on. I was brought to a tribunal in late 1916, where I refused to either fight or do war work, and more or less invited them to gaol me. God, my father was furious. Even a conscientious objector carrying stretchers at the Front would have been better, but I wouldn’t. I wanted to be a martyr to my cause. Well, I wasn’t permitted that. If I was to be disgraced, it should be on Father’s terms. He pulled strings by the handful, and the board was given a private medical report that convinced them of my mental and moral unfitness to serve in any capacity. I don’t know exactly what it said, but I can guess.”

So could Will. “Christ.”

“It was somewhat trying,” Kim agreed. “And it also left him out of options for Henry. So many of his peers had lost sons and heirs by then, and he had his elder two safe and sound. He couldn’t find a way around it, so Henry had to go. Which he did without protest. He had been brought up to do his duty, and he did, and he was dead a week after he set foot on the Continent.”

“Just like a few million other men who didn’t have anyone to get them out of the war. And it’s your fault because your father pulled strings you didn’t ask him to, but it’s not Chingford’s fault for taking a cushty office job?”

“It’s never Chingford’s fault.”

Will snorted. “War Department. Doing what?”

“Supplies,” Kim said. “Procurement of goods, I believe—what?”

Will had sat up. “Supplies? They put him in Supplies?”

“Well, someone found him a sinecure on my father’s behalf, but yes. Why?”

“I thought they’d put him somewhere harmless!”

“I believe he was rubber-stamping assurances of quality on shipments.”

“Do you have any idea how often Supplies bollocksed up?” Will demanded. “Crates of left-footed boots with no rights, and gloves that came apart when you put them on. Cans of spoiled meat. We’d run out of tea half the time and I dare say that sounds funny till you’re sat in a trench freezing your arse off in soaking wet socks because your boots leak, and you can’t even have a decent hot drink. God, we used to curse the bastards. And if any of that was down to people like Chingford—some brainless, clueless arsehole put in the chair by Daddy so he didn’t have to take his chances with the rest of us—Jesus Christ. What was he doing all day? A few drinks at lunchtime, sign whatever got put in front of him, and go home at three?”

“Probably.”

“Your father’s a son of a bitch,” Will said. “And so’s everyone who put your brother and people like him in responsible positions. Did it not matter at all that there were people at the Front who needed those jobs done properly while we fought the war he was too important to go to?”

“No,” Kim said. “No, it didn’t matter. Chingford is my father’s heir, and he counts for more than other people.”

“Jesus. He couldn’t fight, you couldn’t go to gaol, and your father’s whining because one of his sons had to get off his arse?” 

Kim was sitting up now with his arms wrapped round his knees. “I told you, Will. Rotten to the core. There’s a reason I turned Red.”

“You weren’t wrong. And I don’t ever want to hear that Henry dying was your fault again. Your father’s a piece of shit, and he owed the war a son.”

Kim didn’t react in any of the ways he might have. He just sat in silence, until Will got a grip on himself and said, “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Not out loud, perhaps. It doesn’t matter. Henry’s beyond harm.”

“You’re not.” 

Kim sighed. “You’ve every right to be angry with my father. It’s corruption, nothing more.”

Will flopped back onto the bracken again. “How come you aren’t an arsehole like the rest of them?”

Kim resumed his position with his head on Will’s stomach. “I am: you tell me so often enough. And to the extent I’m not, I dare say it’s because I didn’t get a fair share of the privilege showered on my brother.”

“Or because you can tell right from wrong. Can we talk about beating the shit out of Chingford again?”

“Don’t tempt me,” Kim said, and they lay together in silence.
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THEY RETURNED TO THE house for lunch. There was no sign of Lord Chingford or the Marquess, which was nice. 

The newspapers had arrived: The Times and the Telegraph. Kim scooped them up along with a Daily Mail that he got off the butler, and they retired to another drawing room, this one mostly green and gold. Will couldn’t wait to find out what they called it. There they read the papers with, in Will’s case at least, a distinct sense of unreality. Yesterday he’d been a wanted man fleeing from the law; today he was a wanted man having coffee in a stately home. 

“We’ve got ‘brutal murder of key witness’ in The Times, and ‘suspect fled’ with a description but still no name,” Kim announced. “Well built man, fair hair, plainly dressed. How delightfully unspecific. I wonder if that’s Merton helping. I wonder if DS knows.”

“That’s what the Telegraph has too, only they ‘understand that the Metropolitan Police are pursuing several avenues that will lead to the apprehension of the murderer’. What does that mean?”

“At a guess, that the Met don’t want to admit they lost you. I wish to God I could call Rennick without having to answer awkward questions.”

“Oh, bloody hell,” Will said. “Look. The Mail has a picture of the Messer.”

Kim leaned over to have a look. There was a photograph of the ‘distinctive murder weapon’ with a ‘do you recognise this knife?’ headline which Will found unpleasantly intrusive. At least it wasn’t a photograph of himself. He did a quick mental riffle through people who might recognise it, and came up with an obvious answer. “Hell’s teeth. Have you told the girls what’s happening?”

“Damn. No. I can telephone Phoebe at the Savoy.”

“If you would.” Will didn’t want to consider the girls seeing his face in the newspapers as a murderer. Maisie wouldn’t believe any such thing of him, he had no fear of that, but she’d want to be told what was going on, more so if she found the shop shut and empty. “Does that mean a flunky bringing in a telephone on a salver?”

“I was planning to go to the butler’s pantry and use his, for privacy, but if you prefer—”

Will indicated that he wouldn’t prefer, so Kim went off, leaving him alone. He read to the end of the paper without taking much in, checked the cricket scores, stared out of the window a bit, and then took a turn round the room, out of a vague sense that he ought to try and appreciate the place. He had nothing to say to porcelain vases; the furniture was good work in the old style but not particularly interesting, being mostly straight lines on spindly legs. There was a very nice walnut-wood cabinet though, beautifully carved, which repaid attention as a stunning bit of joinery and art combined. He ran a hand over the smooth grain of the wood, wondering how much it had cost, who’d bought it, how often anyone actually looked at it. 

“Seeing what you can steal?”

Will didn’t move for a second. Then he straightened and turned to Chingford, scowling in the doorway. “Just admiring the furniture.”

Chingford’s lip curled. “I suppose we can all guess what that skulking little wretch brought you for. Pocket the teaspoons and I’ll kick you out myself.”

He was absolutely not going to react to this, Will told himself. “We’re here because you’ve been charged with murder. Your brother’s trying to help you, since you won’t help yourself.”

Chingford swelled like an inflating balloon. “You insolent lackey. You? That? Help me?”

“Kim’s your best chance of avoiding the gallows right now. He’s about the only person in England who doesn’t want you to hang. And to be honest, that’s touch and go,” Will couldn’t help but add.

Lord Chingford’s face went bright red. It was almost impressive, the instant switch to rage: his eyes bulged, and his fists were up and clenched. He took a menacing step towards Will, who forced himself against every instinct to take one away. “I’m not here to fight you, Lord Chingford. I don’t want a fight. But if you lay a hand on me, I’ll break every finger you’ve got.”

“Mother of God,” Kim said from the corridor. “Do not brawl in there, the furniture’s early Sheraton.”

Chingford turned on him. Will saw his arm go up, fist clenching, and he took two strides, but Kim had already skipped back, dancing out of the way. Chingford snarled an obscenity, but clearly decided pursuit was beneath his dignity. He swung round, narrowly missing Will with his shoulder, and stormed off. Will watched him go, feeling his blood thump. 

“Need I ask?” Kim said.

“He told me not to pinch the spoons. And a lot else.”

“Mmm. How about a very long walk? Another one?”

They went off in the other direction this time, across the lawns. After five minutes in the sun, Will was able to let out his breath. “Damn. Sorry. I said I’d keep my temper.”

“You didn’t do badly. I don’t expect you to grovel, and it wouldn’t help if you did: he sees weakness as an invitation to abuse. Actually, Phoebe asked me how I could do this to you, and says if we don’t leave at once she’ll come and get us.”

“Doesn’t get on with your family, then?”

“She’s met Chingford a couple of times and loathes him as far as she can loathe anyone. I don’t honestly know what would happen if she and my father were in a room together. The irresistible force and the immovable object.”

“My money’s on her.”

“Perhaps,” Kim said. “They’re off to visit Florrie Jacobs to check she’s all right, by the way. And she says Maisie hasn’t seen the papers but she’ll give her all assurances.”

“Good. Thanks. Here, did you know—”

“Of course I did. Phoebe was pining for months.”

“You could have told me. And she’s going to come and rescue us?”

“I wish she would,” Kim said, and they walked on.
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Chapter Seventeen
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Lord Flitby returned around five that evening, in a hell of a mood. 

Will and Kim were in the gold and green drawing room again, which was apparently called the Sheraton Room. Will hadn’t got any fonder of the furniture for knowing its provenance. He heard the shouting from down the hall, mostly Lord Chingford’s bellowing outrage, and before long a footman appeared. “His lordship requests your presence in the Blue Drawing-Room, Lord Arthur.”

“I bet that’s not how he put it,” Kim said. “Right, time for the big event. Shall we go?”

“He didn’t request Mr. Willerton, Lord Arthur,” the footman said. His face was impassive but his eyes were alarmed. “That is, he specifically said just you.”

“I’ll tell him you passed that on,” Kim said. “And we’ll conduct ourselves there.”

“Thank you, Lord Arthur,” the man muttered, and disappeared. 

Will got up and squared his shoulders. “Here we go. You ready for this?”

“Oddly, yes,” Kim said. “I am. This conversation will be the nadir of my relationship with my family: things literally cannot get any worse than they’re about to. That’s rather liberating, in its way.”

He set off down the endless corridors. Will followed, reflecting not for the first time that they might as well be different species. 

The raised voices were audible through the door. Kim gave a perfunctory knock and went in. “Sir.”

Lord Chingford was standing by the window, bright red in the face, arms folded. Lord Flitby swung around to glare at Will. “I gave instructions—”

“I received and ignored them.” 

The Marquess swelled. “I beg your pardon?”

“I said, I ignored them. Shall we get to the point?” 

Will had seen Kim like this before, speaking with a breathtaking fuck-you coldness. It was impressive in an unnerving sort of way, and it seemed to stun his old man into temporary silence. Will moved to the side of the room, leaned against the wall with his arms folded, and watched with interest. 

Kim had gone on while his father was speechless. “There is a rope around Chingford’s neck. It may yet be a noose—”

“My son is not guilty!”

“And this is none of your bloody business!” Chingford snarled. “Keep your sneaking nose out of my affairs!”

Kim gave him a frozen look. “The sooner we have this conversation, the sooner I can leave. As I was saying: The rope around Chingford’s neck may be a noose. It may also be a snare.”

That at least got the Marquess listening. He levelled an unloving glare at his younger son. “Your meaning?”

“It is possible Chingford is the pawn in a bigger game. That he has been made to look guilty—”

“Of course I bloody have, you damn fool!”

“Quiet!” The old man’s voice was a whipcrack. 

“That he has been made to look guilty, or at least guiltier than he is,” Kim repeated. “There is something else going on here. If I can unpick it, we may stand a chance.”

Lord Flitby took that in. “I want to know your intentions, Arthur.”

“I hope to find some means to get Chingford off the gallows. Which—”

Chingford’s bull-like snort interrupted him. “You? You want nothing more than to take my place, you creeping little shit!”

“I do not,” Kim said. “If you can do us all the courtesy of not being hanged for murder, I will be delighted never to darken these doors again. For that happy outcome, you need to start telling the truth. What did you argue with Fairfax about?”

“I said, it’s none of your bloody business. Are you deaf?”

“You are the chief suspect; your fingerprints are on the murder weapon; you had a violent row with the victim. You might as well paint ‘guilty’ in red on your forehead as refuse to talk.”

“I’ve a right to remain silent!”

“And the jury has a right to draw its conclusions from that silence, and they will hang you for it. Will you both listen to me? This is all a great deal more tangled than you know, and there are other elements at play. I may be able to do something with that, but not if I don’t know what actually happened.”

“What are you blethering about?” Chingford snapped. 

Lord Flitby raised a thin hand for silence. “Stratton made certain assertions to me about your recent activities, Arthur. Professional activities. What truth was in that?”

Kim gave it a long moment before he replied. “I have spent several years working for a particular organisation in Whitehall. One that carries out confidential investigations on behalf of the powers that be.”

“You?”

“Me. And as such, I have obtained certain information that may affect—”

“You—chose to work—” Flitby’s hand closed into a fist. “You would not enlist. You would not fight. You would have been thrown into prison had I not intervened. I lost Henry because of that, because of you, and now you tell me you serve your country? Now you are ready to do your duty to this family, over Henry’s corpse?”

The words rang in the air. Kim said, white-lipped, “If you listen to me now, I may be able to help Chingford.”

“You didn’t help Henry,” Lord Flitby said. “You damned him, when you would not fight, or work, or even make a decent excuse for yourself—”

“I wouldn’t start that if I were you,” Will said. “I really wouldn’t.”

Flitby turned on him with cold fury. “Be silent. Your opinion is not required.”

Will shoved himself off the wall. “No, you don’t care about the enlisted men, do you? Didn’t care what might happen when you put your heir into a Supplies post he wasn’t fit to hold. Didn’t care if men at the Front suffered or died because of what he did in that safe backroom job you got him. If you want to throw around accusations, or talk about dead soldiers—”

That was the point he realised Chingford’s jaw had dropped, and Flitby was staring at him, the colour visibly draining from his face. They both looked shocked. No, more than that: they looked afraid. 

“If you want to talk about dead soldiers,” he said again, slowly, and glanced at Kim for help. 

Kim was standing poised, face very still. Blank, even, in the way it went blank when his mind was working. Flitby had his lips pressed together, for control. “What do you mean?” 

Will had no idea what he was supposed to have meant, so he folded his arms again and gave the Marquess a menacing look. Flitby’s gaze went to his younger son. “What do you know? What does he know?”

Kim’s stillness abruptly relaxed, and he took a pace forward. The effect was rather like a snake uncoiling to strike. “Ah. Well, sir. You understand that I can’t disclose Will’s position, or even the organisation in which he operates, and it would be highly indiscreet for me to tell you with what rank he left the military. Suffice to say his work during the war was what one might call cloak and dagger. I suggest you assume he knows everything, and has the power to act on it.”

Will had left the Army like he’d joined it, as a private, and ‘cloak and dagger’ was accurate if you meant ‘stabbing people in the dark’. Kim was a bloody twisting slippery weasel liar, and Will had to hold back a savage grin of pride.

“And you came here to—what, to entrap your older brother?” Flitby said. “The future head of this family?”

“The very opposite,” Kim said. “I’m doing exactly what I said: trying to save his neck. But that depends on you admitting the truth, without bluster or denial. Those won’t work any more.” He held his father’s gaze for a long moment. “We were talking about Chingford’s career in the War Department.”

“That is my affair!” Chingford pushed himself to his feet. “I will not be picked at—”

“Quiet,” Flitby said. “And?”

“Well, you tell me, sir.” Kim extracted a small blue book from his pocket. “This is Fairfax’s notebook. It contains a number of names that I found surprising, including Chingford’s. Numerous times.”

Chingford’s eyes bulged. “What?” 

“Your name. You were making regular payments to Fairfax, with regular sums of—”

“Give me that, you little shit!” Chingford lunged. Kim snatched the notebook out of his reach. Chingford’s other arm went up, fist clenching, and Will stepped in, grabbed his wrist, and wrenched it down behind his back with no regard for where the shoulder joint wanted to go. Chingford bellowed, knees folding in a helpless effort to alleviate the stress. 

“All right, stop,” Kim said. “You needn’t break his arm.”

Will couldn’t see why not. He put a bit more pressure on to make the point, waited for Chingford to stop shouting, leaned down, and said in his ear, “That was the last swing you ever take at him. Do it again and I’ll twist your head right off your neck.”

Chingford made incoherent sounds. Flitby was also protesting loudly. Kim, the only one Will cared to listen to, said, “Enough.”

“Just getting started,” Will said, but he let the wrist go. 

Chingford cradled his arm in front of him. “Father—!”

“No, you,” Kim said. “Why is your name in Fairfax’s notebook alongside large sums? What were you paying him for?”

“That is not relevant,” Flitby said, voice very thin. “You said you can use your position to aid Chingford, Arthur. Explain that.”

“We’re going to talk about this first. Fairfax, and the War Department.” 

“It is not necessary—”

Kim held a hand up. “That was not a request. Chingford’s name is in Fairfax’s notebook with payments against it. I need hardly explain how bad that would look to the Metropolitan Police. Or the jury.” He let that hang a second. “I am currently the only person who knows the contents of this book. If I were to pass it to the authorities...”

Flitby’s lips tensed. “Is this blackmail?”

“For God’s sake!” Will said. “Of course it isn’t.”

“Yes, it is,” Kim said. “It is precisely blackmail. You are going to give me all the information I want, or I will pick up the telephone and advise Inspector Rennick that I can put the last nails in Chingford’s coffin. Chingford can tell the police why he was paying Fairfax and what he did at the War Department and everything else, and I will wash my hands of this whole sorry mess. You have thirty seconds to make the decision.”

“You cannot—”

“Try me.”

Lord Flitby stared at him. Kim’s expression was flat neutral. “Talk to me or talk to the police. Fifteen seconds.”

His eyes were locked on his father’s. The two stared at one another. Kim said, “Fine,” and reached for the telephone. 

Flitby’s hand shot out and closed over his wrist. Kim looked down at it, face freezing over, and Will wondered when he’d last had a physical touch from his father. 

“If I speak to you,” Flitby grated, forcing the words out, “you will suppress this notebook.”

“I will act as I see fit,” Kim said. “You have run out of choices, sir. I expect Stratton told you that earlier. I am currently all that stands between Chingford and the gallows. Trust me and I will do my best to save his skin. Or don’t, and fend for yourselves.”

“And why should I believe that you are finally attempting to be worthy of your position?” 

“I’m not. I’m here because I can think of nothing worse than to be your heir. Co-operate and we may never have to see one another’s faces again. You can pretend I’m not your son, and I can forget I had a father. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

Flitby stood abruptly and turned, stalking to the window. “You have never been fit for your place.”

“So you have told me. Now tell me what Fairfax was blackmailing Chingford about.”

There was a long silence, then the Marquess resumed his seat. “Stratton informed me that he had been contacted by certain persons who advised that I cooperate with you. Indeed, he said that I would be making a serious mistake if I failed to do so.”

Will wondered who the hell that was. Something Kim had set up? The Private Bureau? Kim simply said, “Yes.”

Flitby’s mouth tightened. “Very well.”

“What? No!” Chingford said. “I won’t have this damned mountebank—”

“You will do as you are told. My decision has been made.”

“And I say no, damn it! I will not stay here to be picked over and insulted—”

“Then get out!” Flitby bellowed. “You have caused enough trouble, you damned puling cur, get out of my sight!”

Chingford took an angry breath, met his father’s glare, and stormed out without a word, slamming the door behind him. Flitby rested his head on one hand. 

Kim waited for a moment. “Well?”

“Chingford was contacted a year and a half ago.” The Marquess’s voice was thin. “The letter-writer claimed to be aware of certain...irregularities in his time at the War Department and demanded money. Chingford brought the matter to me.”

“What irregularities?”

Flitby waved a hand, indicating it didn’t matter. Kim said, “Don’t make me extract this piecemeal, sir. I don’t have the time or the patience. What irregularities?”

Flitby’s jaw tensed. “The allegations were of relaxed procurement standards for certain suppliers. That some checks, technicalities, had not been carried out. That emoluments had been received.”

“He was taking bribes,” Will said. “Letting substandard goods through. Wasn’t he?”

“Was he?” Kim asked.

“There are gentleman’s agreements in business—” Flitby began. 

Will strode over, planted both fists on the desk, and leaned close to the Marquess’s face. “Was—he—taking—bribes?”

“Arthur!” 

“Answer him,” Kim said. “Although, really, you have.” 

The Marquess’s nose was about six inches from Will’s. To give him credit, he didn’t move away. “He received unauthorised payments. Yes.”

Will eyeballed him a second more, then straightened. “He lined his own pockets at the expense of men who were fighting for their country, while he sat in the safe back-room job you got him. You must be proud. Deliberately sending substandard supplies to the army, impeding the war effort—isn’t that treason? I’d call that treason.”

“And he told you about it,” Kim said. “Why?” 

“He was unable to meet the demand himself.” 

“He’s thirty-seven and he can’t even pay his own blackmail?” 

“I took on the obligation in the interest of the family name.”

“Oh, don’t,” Kim said. “It would make a cat laugh. How much were you paying?”

“Three hundred pounds a month.”

“Bloody hell,” Will said involuntarily.

“In-deed.” Kim had a little frown. “And you didn’t consider taking it to the police, and letting Chingford face the consequences?”

“Neither of us knew who was responsible for the extortion. I should have dealt with it, had I known.”

“The police could have found out, but I don’t suppose you mean that. How was it done?”

“The business was conducted by letter. I wired Chingford the money and he gave a messenger cash.” The Marquess frowned. “Do you know it was this man Fairfax? How?”

“Regular sums of money in his notebook,” Kim said. “Other evidence in his papers, which have been secured—and, again, are not yet in the hands of the police. And, of course, Chingford’s public row with Fairfax, which rather suggests he’d found out what was going on. Or was that about something else?”

“He has not disclosed that to me. He said it was a disagreement between gentlemen.”

“Between a gentleman and his blackmailer,” Kim said. “I am going to send for Chingford now, and when he arrives, sir, you will kindly tell him to answer my questions in full without any more shouting or lies, because I am an inch from giving the whole thing to the Met out of disgust. He, a Secretan, betrayed his country and you, Marquess of Flitby, paid up to hide the fact. God knows I’ve besmirched the family name, but I’ve never been ashamed to bear it before now.”

He pressed the bell without waiting for a response, which was good because Lord Flitby seemed disinclined to give one. They all waited in ever-thicker silence as a footman arrived and was sent off to find Lord Chingford, and then they waited some more. It must have taken five minutes, in which father and son ignored one another with the malevolent silence of rival cats, and Will pretended he was on parade. 

Finally the door opened, to reveal the butler.

“Hastings?” the Marquess said. “I sent for Chingford.”

“Yes, my lord. I regret to say Lord Chingford has gone out.”

“Out? In the grounds?”

“Out in the motorcar.”

“Excuse me?” Kim said. “What about his conditions of bail?”

“He is obliged to remain in the grounds,” Flitby said through his teeth. “I gave my word— Who brought the car round, against my orders? Bring him to me at once!”

“My lord, the staff are not accustomed to refuse Lord Chingford’s commands,” Hastings said. “The man was put in an impossible position.”

“Do we know where he was heading?” Kim put in before his father could reply.

The butler turned from the Marquess’s glare. “I understand he mentioned sea air, Lord Arthur.”

“The coast,” Kim said. “Is he making a run for it?”

Flitby slammed a hand on the desk. “No, he is not! He is my son and his name will be cleared!”

“I suggest you send to the village, then, without loss of time,” Kim said. “We’ll leave you to it. If he returns, I’m looking forward to that conversation. Come on, Will.”

Will followed him down the passage, holding back till they were out of earshot of the room, and said, “What the hell’s going on?”

“Hold on.” Kim collared a footman. “Could you supply me with the makings of a gin and tonic, or two actually, and find Mr. Willerton a beer? Thank you. In the Sheraton Room, please, and if you could let whoever’s in charge know that we will be dining separately to their lordships? Thanks.”

He led the way to the Sheraton Room and flopped heavily into a spindly and expensive chair. Will sat with more care. “So?”

“Drink first.”

The drinks arrived rapidly. Kim closed the door, mixed himself a drink, and knocked back a good half of it while Will sampled an excellent bitter. “I needed that.”

“Same. So what’s Chingford doing?”

“Christ knows. Even if he’s just popped out for a country drive, he’s in breach of stringent and hard-fought bail conditions. If one were to call the police, he’d be picked up and put in gaol until his trial. One would obviously prefer him to come back, and for the authorities never to know about his little aberration.”

“But?”

Kim sighed. “But there’s a non-trivial chance he’s planning to commandeer Father’s steam yacht, which is moored a few miles away, and make for the Continent.”

“Can he do that? Get over there, I mean?”

“He could be in Vlissingen for afternoon tea tomorrow. It’s not a one-man craft, but there’s men in the village who’d act as crew.”

“Oof. Why would he do a flit?”

“Maybe he hasn’t. Maybe he’s just gone for a pleasant country drive. But if he takes the yacht, the obvious answer is: because he’s guilty as sin and he wants to escape the rope. Do you recall how much my father said he was paying in blackmail on Chingford’s behalf?”

“Three hundred a month. Why?”

“Because I’m pretty sure the sum against Chingford’s name in the notebook was a hundred and fifty.”

“Can’t you check?”

“That was my notebook I showed him. I gave Fairfax’s to Merton.”

One day Will would see all the lies coming. “So, what, Fairfax was going halves with someone?”

“I suspect someone was going halves with him. My father was wiring the money to Chingford, remember, and I have no doubt he was taking his word for the amount. Hence Chingford’s reaction.”

“Your old man was paying his blackmail, and Chingford was cheating him? Jesus. Why?”

“Good question,” Kim said. “He’s invested in a couple of failed businesses but my father gives him an allowance commensurate with his station, always has, and I’m not aware he’s profligate by the standards of his—our—set. I wouldn’t have thought he’d need to steal.”

“I wouldn’t think he’d have needed to take bribes. What the hell did he need all that money for?”

Kim just shrugged. Will took a substantial swig of beer. “You should have let me beat some answers out of him.”

“It may yet come to that.” 

“All right. He’s on bail, he’s gone, he might be making for the Continent. If we don’t call the police, does that make us accessories?”

“Probably,” Kim said. “In fact yes. We are morally and legally obliged to advise the authorities.”

“Are we going to?”

“Well, I’m not.”

Will sighed. “Fine. And we hope he comes back?”

Kim came and sat next to him, leaning into his side. Will stretched his arm along the back of the sofa, and Kim grabbed his hand and tugged it down to rest over his shoulders. “We hope he comes back and explains himself like a reasonable man, the Private Bureau charges Leo with Fairfax’s murder, we go home, and my father makes the rest of his life an unending hell.”

Will tipped his pint. “I’ll drink to that.”
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They ate dinner in the Breakfast Room, which was probably the sort of thing that got you blackballed from clubs. Kim rang for the butler once they were done. There was no news of Lord Chingford’s whereabouts. 

“So he hasn’t gone for the yacht,” Will said. 

“Or he has, and my father has realised it would be better for him to breach bail and flee the country than hang. A position with which I can agree. Actually, it would solve all our problems.”

“But shows he’s guilty.” Will contemplated his wine glass. “Must be pretty bad for your father right now.”

“We reap what we sow,” Kim said. “Or do you think I should go and offer him comfort?”

He said that with such lightly amused, mocking irony that someone who didn’t know him might think it wasn’t a real question. “We all make our choices,” Will said. “And come to that, we all make mistakes, and your father’s not the only person in this house to make a sodding mess of his life and find himself sitting in the wreckage. How much comfort did he offer you then?”

“Some might say that’s a reason to do better.”

“Some might think he’d curse you out of the room for presuming to offer sympathy.”

“You’ve got an excellent grasp on my family situation.”

He didn’t go. They sat quietly together, reading, until the clock struck ten and Kim said, “I’m going to bed. If Chingford comes back tonight it won’t be in an amenable mood.”

“Works for me.”

Will followed him up, and when they got to the Floral Stair, he followed him into the room and shut the door with his heel. “Do you want company?”

“Very much.”

Kim walked into his arms. Will kissed him, holding his face, wanting to hang on and not let go. He slid his hands down Kim’s lean back and onto his hips. “I meant to say. You did bloody well in there.”

“In—?”

“Earlier. Lying like a trooper. Working out what was going on. I was pretty confused.”

“You didn’t look confused.” Kim closed his teeth on Will’s earlobe. “You looked deliciously intimidating.”

“I do that when I’m confused. It saves trouble.” He arched his neck to give Kim more access to the sensitive skin. “Got to admit, it’s good watching you lie to people. When they’re not me, I mean.”

“I can lie to you too if you like.”

“We both know that.” Will got a hand under his arse. Kim wrapped a thigh round his waist. “Christ, you’re gorgeous. And you ought to be back at work.”

“Are we talking about this now?”

“I like a man who can do his job. And I like how you look in the bookshop but I bloody love it when you’re playing the dark-arts merchant. It suits you.”

Kim stilled in his arms. He leaned back a little, to look at Will’s face. Then he said, “Right.”

“Right what?”

“For a start...”

He unwound himself, went to the door, and put a chair under the handle. “Just in case. And with that formality done, would you care to fuck like animals?”

“My pleasure.”

He managed to pull off half his jacket before Kim was on him, wrenching at the fabric, bite-kissing him fiercely. Will returned the enthusiasm, dragging at Kim’s clothes with reckless strength, kicking his own trousers away, till they were both naked and Kim shoved him back onto the bed and straddled him. “Christ, Will. You are staggering. And if you’d care to make me stagger—”

“Always a pleasure,” Will assured him. “Or could we, uh—?”

Kim leaned down to graze a nipple with his teeth. “Mmm?”

“Other way around?”

Kim sat up again, examining his face. “Really?”

This felt more than a little awkward. “If you want to.”

“I think it’s more whether you want to. Is there a particular reason you want to tonight?”

There was, only Will had no idea how to voice it and didn’t want to try in case it sounded as ridiculous as he feared. “I don’t know. I thought about it, and you look fucking beautiful doing the secret agent thing, that’s all.”

“I really must get my job back. Hold on.” He reached for the bedside table. 

Will gave him a look. “You brought the Vaseline?”

“Would you prefer I hadn’t?”

No, he would not. Will lay back, arm pillowed under his head. Kim knelt over him. “Let’s see. We should probably get you interested.” 

He ducked to take Will’s prick in his mouth, tongue and lips curving warmly around him. Will hissed and relaxed into the pleasure, watching his dark head. “Do we have to keep quiet? How far’s the nearest person, quarter of a mile?”

“Mph.” Kim came up for air long enough to say, “Should be some way, but I can’t swear.”

You never knew when a servant might be passing, Will supposed. He cupped a hand round Kim’s skull, feeling the movements of head and jaw. Fingers, teeth and lips and tongue: Kim knew how to make his toes curl, and he was doing it very effectively indeed. “God, you’re good at that. Fuck, yes. Not too much.”

“Wouldn’t dream.” Kim brushed his fingers downward, stroking Will’s arse, mouth going tantalisingly light. Will was definitely feeling nervy about this, along with the arousal. It felt a bit odd, was all. Intrusive, or intimate, or something. A bit much. 

Breathe into it. Will breathed, let Kim explore, and relaxed a tiny bit. The skin Kim stroked felt very sensitive indeed, tingling with anticipation. He could do this. 

Kim lifted his head and reached for the Vaseline. “Shall I?”

Will nodded and watched him scoop out a glob, felt his thighs pushed gently wider. Kim’s finger, cool and slippery, nudged at him. He was watching Will’s face. Will straightened out what he only now realised was something like a frown, breathed some more.

“Suppose you tense up for me a moment? Now relax.”

Will obeyed orders, and a slick finger pushed in. Into him, with a pressure that definitely felt intrusive. “Jesus!”

Kim stopped instantly. “All right?”

“Uh. Yes. Just a bit— Go on.”

“If you don’t like it, you’ll say so, yes?”

“Course.”

Kim moved his free hand to Will’s prick, stroking it. Will did his best to concentrate on that as Kim’s other finger made tiny movements inside. It felt like it was inside him, and it was a bloody weird feeling and he didn’t like it. How big was Kim’s finger anyway? He’d always thought they were slim. How the hell did you get a prick up there?

“Will?”

He breathed out. He could do this. “Give us a second.”

Kim paused, then sat back on his heels. “I’m more tempted to give you a hiding. I feel like a doctor doing an unwanted examination.”

“Shit. Sorry. Just getting used to it.”

“No you aren’t. You’re hating this, and I am not going to stick my hand up your arse just so you can say you went through with it.”

Will stared at the ceiling. “I just thought—you know.”

“I don’t know. You thought you might like it and you aren’t, which is fine, but I’m not grasping why you can’t just say so. Look, if this is going to work, it won’t be now. Hold on.”

He eased his finger out. Will couldn’t help exhaling with relief. Kim looked down at him for a second, dark brows drawn together, then came forward to lie next to Will, on his side, head propped on his hand. “What’s going on?”

“Sorry. I’m being stupid.”

“No, you were being pointlessly stubborn.”

“I wasn’t,” Will said, and had to amend that with, “Not pointlessly. Fuck. I just...”

Kim looked entirely baffled. “What?”

He took a deep breath. “I wanted to give it up to you, the way you do to me. The way you make me feel when I have you, the things you say when I do it. I wanted to do that for you. I thought I could show you that way.”

Kim’s eyes widened. “Oh.”

“I wanted to,” Will said, wretchedly. “Only, it didn’t feel—”

“Hold on a moment. I would also like to have you give yourself to me. I would like that more than anything. I’m not sure why you think it needs to be physical.”

Physical would be easier, or at least he’d assumed it would be. “Doesn’t it?” he said, knowing he was stalling. 

Kim brushed a thumb over his eyebrow, down the side of his face. “I love you, Will. I’ve told you that, knowing you weren’t ready or able to answer. But it isn’t the easiest thing to repeat I love you and I want you to a man whose idea of the future is ‘we’ll see where we go’.”

“Kim—”

“You were always welcome to my body,” Kim went on steadily. “Making you free of my soul was a great deal harder. I am unsure of your intentions, and unsure I have any right to ask for them, and I told you how I felt anyway because I promised not to lie any more. That’s giving it up to you, and it’s really not the same thing as a spot of recreational sodomy.” He gave Will a half-smile that wasn’t happy. “You’re confusing truth with acts, my love. If you’re offering, I’d rather have truth.”

Will had to do some more breathing. He felt like he’d been punched in the stomach, right down to the sick feeling that provoked. “You’re right. You’re right, and I... Hell. I’m a coward.”

“Don’t be absurd.”

“There’s only one of us in this room with the guts to say what he means, and it’s not me. That’s shitty, and it’s shittier that I didn’t realise how shitty I was being.”

“I’ve done worse to you.”

“No, you haven’t,” Will said. “You really haven’t. This matters. All right, wait. I’ve got the Military Cross, I can hold a conversation.” 

“I’m fairly sure that’s not what they give it for.”

“If it was, you’d have three bars.” Will propped himself on an elbow, mirroring Kim’s position to look him in the face. He took a deep breath, and realised he had no idea where to start. “Shit.”

“You said you wanted to show me. Show me what?” 

Words, Darling, use them. “Look, when we talked before, I panicked for a lot of reasons,” he began. “Some of it was—well, not feeling good enough, one way or another. And I suppose that’s my problem, but it’s mostly your problem.”

“It is?”

“Well, I don’t listen to you when you’re saying you’re not good enough for me,” Will pointed out. “You’re a grown man, you can decide who you want to be with. Use your own damn judgement.”

“Very fair,” Kim said, with a gravity in his voice that didn’t match the spark in his eyes.

“The rest of it, that was harder. You said a future, a forever, and that felt too big to wrap myself around. But I’ve been thinking about it, about what a future might look like, and I reckon I’ve worked it out.”

“What does it look like?” There was a tiny tremor in Kim’s voice, just a hint of nerves.

“Dark eyes, dark hair. Gorgeous mouth.” He ran a thumb over Kim’s lips, then down his bare arm, over the faded scars. “White lines, white stains. That’s what I want. I don’t care if it’s in the bookshop, or a palace, or the south of France. That’s just trappings. But you and me? I want that.”

Kim’s eyes were locked on his. Will had never seen an expression like that on his face, too often guarded by stillness or irony. Now he was bare and raw, and Will found speech coming more easily in the face of that look. “The way you talk to me, the way you think, the ways you lie, even. Every damn thing about you. You drive me out of my mind, Kim. It’s been months and I can’t think of anything but you. And I suppose all that means I love you, but that—the words—”

“Not right?”

“Not enough. What it comes down to is—” He couldn’t find a better way to say it. “I don’t like it when you aren’t there. It pisses me off; I think it always will. Don’t piss me off?” 

“Oh, Jesus,” Kim said, and lunged for him, knocking Will onto his back again. He wrapped his legs round Kim and kissed him, hands and limbs everywhere, in desperate need for closeness and contact and as much touch as two bodies could have. Breathing him in, and breathing into him, and finally feeling those old, hard tangles in his chest ease apart. They’d been so impossible and viciously thorned for months, and now they felt like the silk tie of Kim’s summer dressing gown, the knots slithering apart at a touch. 

A decision made, a future claimed. Giving it up to Kim. He could do that. 

They ended up entwined in one another, Kim’s head heavy on his shoulder. Will was coming to like that feeling a lot. 

“Where were we?” Kim murmured. “Oh, you were saying not to piss you off. I’ll try.”

“You say that now.”

“I can’t let you get complacent.” He puffed a breath over Will’s skin. “Are you sure? Given the situation—”

“I’m sure. Anyway, I was thinking about that, and don’t you lot always have some bloke with a shotgun to slope around behind you and glare at people who don’t tug their forelock hard enough? I could do that.”

“No you couldn’t.”

“Course I can. You be the marquess, I’ll be the gamekeeper. I’ve my own flat cap. All ‘my lord’ this and ‘your lordship’ that and ‘as your lordship pleases’—”

“And you have the bald-faced cheek to call me a liar.” 

Will kissed his hair. “I don’t know what we’ll do but we’ll do it, all right? So you needn’t talk like I’m going to run away from this, because I don’t want an easy life, any more than I want a better man. What would I do with a better man? He wouldn’t like it, and I’d get bored.”

“Christ, I adore you.”

“Good,” Will said. “You’re not bad yourself.”
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They slept together that night. Maybe it was reckless; Kim didn’t seem to care so Will didn’t either. 

They’d sealed the deal with an intense, joyful, glorious fuck that risked the bed-frame and probably had Kim’s noble ancestors turning in their graves all the way back to the lady who shagged the Prince Regent. Kim was all gasping, quivering pleasure under Will’s hands, and Will kissed him and fucked him, shoved him down into the mattress and told him he was beautiful, and came painfully hard, clutching Kim’s shoulders, as his lover cried out under him.

Kim went out like a light after that, the lines of stress around his eyes and mouth fading in sleep. Will felt like a bit of a toe rag for how many of them he’d put there. 

They’d each given the other a hard time in a variety of ways since they’d met. They’d both acknowledged that, and in the last months Kim had worked hard to change. Will had taken that gift, and he’d truly appreciated it, but he hadn’t stopped to consider what of his own behaviour needed changing. Maybe because he was a selfish idiot, maybe because of the overwhelming implausibility and impossibility of the future Kim wanted. 

But Kim had wanted him anyway, and he’d fought accordingly, until he got it through Will’s thick skull that it was time to stop seeing where they went and start heading there on purpose. Slippery, vulnerable, starlight Kim had dug in for the duration with a stubbornness Will himself might not have equalled, and the least he could do was match that.

So he’d do better. He had to: he wasn’t giving this up now. There was something in Kim that called to something in himself with a fierce urgency like the baying of hounds on the scent, and that was all that mattered. Yes, there were going to be problems and he’d have to make sure he didn’t add to them by, for example, punching any more rich people. But he’d never felt the sort of connection with another human soul that he did with Kim, and he wasn’t letting it go either by choice or by stupidity, and that was all there was to it. 

He fell asleep on that vow, and woke entangled with Kim’s excessively sprawling limbs. 

“Morning, beautiful.”

“Good morning.” Kim smiled at him, drowsy and almost shy. “Sleep well?”

“Like a baby.”

“So did I, for a miracle. Good Lord, it’s past eight.”

“So it is. Reckon Chingford’s come back?”

Kim considered. “Do you know, I’m sure he has.”

“Really?”

“Of course. I was sure last night that he would come back, as a gentleman who had given his word. I am sure he’s even now sleeping off his bad temper. So I suggest we go for a nice long walk, and if we discover that he’s missing when we return, that’s the point we realise that we were wrong and call the police.”

“And he’ll be on the Continent by then?”

“The Aurora can do fourteen knots under steam and sail. Nine or ten hours to Vlissingen, assuming he makes full speed. If that’s not enough of a head start, he’s on his own. Shall we get up?”

They got up. They ate breakfast, which Kim had a proper appetite for this morning, and told each other about the lovely sunny weather, and headed out for a walk. It felt so different from yesterday’s walk that Will could have sung. 

Kim seemed to feel the same, because he was whistling. Will must love him, because he didn’t mind. 

He couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket, he took his tea so weak it ought to be illegal, he might be letting his brother get away with murder right now, and Will felt like the whole world came to a point on him. Everything that mattered and everything he needed was right here in the dark-eyed man walking next to him, butchering ‘You’d Be Surprised’. 

It was a good song that didn’t deserve Kim’s baleful influence. Will, who had a reasonable tenor, began to sing in self-defence. 

He’s not so good in a crowd but when you get him alone

You’d be surprised

He isn’t much at a dance but then when he takes you home

You’d be surprised

He doesn’t look like much of a lover

But don’t judge a book by its cover

He’s got the face of an angel

But there’s a devil in his eyes...

Kim shot him a look with plenty of devil in it. “Pine woods again? I was pleasantly surprised by how comfortable the bracken was.”

“Sounds good to me.”

Will would have liked to hold hands. If he’d been walking with his girl on a day like this, if he’d had a girl, they would have been holding hands. He took a swift scan of the landscape to see if anyone was around to notice them. Inevitably, there was a gardener or some such making his way along a path, in their direction. 

“God, there’s people everywhere,” he muttered.

“This place takes an astonishing amount of upkeep.” 

“What would you do if it was yours?”

“Give it to the nation. The staff would have to be considered, there’s people who’ve spent their entire working lives here, but one could sell the less good paintings to rich Americans and pension everyone over fifty on the proceeds.”

“Not a hard decision?”

“I hate it,” Kim said. “Well, I’m currently rather fond of these gardens, and the Floral Stair, but otherwise I hate it and I would absolutely rid myself of it. The hard part would be the twenty-odd years of my father alternately ordering me to serve our heritage, refusing to give me any power to do so, berating me for my unworthiness to inherit, and wondering why I’m not more grateful for the privilege. Frankly, I’m amazed Chingford didn’t leg it for the Continent long ago. I’m not surprised he prefers London life.”

“What does he do all day?”

“Clubs. Horses. Barmaids.”

They were at the pines by now. The gardener bloke was still in sight, but they were probably all right for a bit on fun on the forest floor once they got into the trees.

It was hot enough that the shade was welcome. The smell of pine on the breeze and warm earth and the green scent of bracken enveloped them, and Will filled his lungs. “God, this is nice.”

“Do you miss the countryside?” Kim asked. 

“Not in winter. I’ve had enough mud for a lifetime. Bloody hate mud.”

“You can tolerate London fog, though?”

“It’s not mud.”

Their feet crunched on the path, with its coating of ancient brown needles. The bracken rustled in the breeze. Woods were noisy places, Will thought, noisy enough that you might think someone else was making their way through it behind them. 

The thought wasn’t welcome, and he wasn’t sure where it had come from, except he’d been thinking too much about the damn war over the last few days. It was stupid: they were in the Marquess of Flitby’s private grounds, not a Flanders forest that hadn’t yet been turned into a charred graveyard. He looked around all the same. There was nobody in sight. 

“All right?”

“Thought I heard something.”

Kim glanced around and shrugged. He was doubtless right to: they could see a fair way back along the path. It was conceivable some nosey parker was lurking behind a tree and Will had a sudden urge to retrace his steps, but he also didn’t want to ruin the mood of the morning. He’d just keep an ear out. 

“My imagination,” he said. 

“I’m sure you have better things to do with that.”

Will definitely did. “Here, listen. About last night. Is it uncomfortable and you just get used to that, or does it get better?”

“I think that depends,” Kim said. “If you’re asking whether you’d have had a better time if you hadn’t weighted the experience with wholly unnecessary emotional significance, the answer is: probably.”

Will made an offensive gesture, mostly for form’s sake. “Could we try again sometime? Give it a fair go?”

“We can do exactly as you’d like, my love, whenever you please. I’m at your service.”

He said it so casually. No complaining how Will had come close to ruining the night; no giving him a hard time for timidity or indecision. For someone who’d made Will’s life so difficult on so many occasions, he had a hell of a way of making things easy. 

“He’s not so good in a crowd, but when you get him alone,” Will sang quietly.

“Well, I’ve got you alone,” Kim said, and a gunshot rang out from the trees.

Will’s body hit the earth without intervention from his brain. Kim was still on his damn fool feet. “Get down!” Will snarled. 

“It was a stick—”

There was another shot. Kim jolted, made an odd noise, and put his hand to his arm. Will came up from the ground with all the speed and strength he had while keeping low, and shoved him sideways, off the path and into the trees. Another bullet zipped by them and there was a puff of splinters. He pushed Kim forward and down, hard, and rolled the other way to scramble behind a fallen trunk. 

No more shots. He edged his way on his elbows to the end of the tree trunk and cautiously peered out. 

There was a man, a big one, on the path. The sun was right behind him from the angle Will lay at, and all he could see was a dark, bulky shape. He only had a second to look, then the man moved. Will jerked his head back, and the bullet ploughed into the earth a foot from his nose, spraying dry earth into his face.

Four shots gone. He was unarmed, and the enemy knew exactly where he was. If he came a few paces forward, he could reach over the trunk and fire the last two bullets, and there was pretty much fuck all Will could do about it.

You planned a future and look what happened. 

He looked back toward Kim. He was sitting up against a tree, with the very straight posture of a man whose backbone was trying to crawl to safety, and he caught Will’s eye and raised three fingers. Will held up an irritable four—couldn’t he count?—even as Kim changed his to two, then one, and sprang up like a rocketing pheasant, hurtling towards the shoulder-high bracken, right in the enemy’s sight-line. There was another shot, and Will was up and diving for cover even as Kim stumbled, and crashed forward, and lay still.

A bullet zipped close to Will’s feet, and that made six. 

My turn. You’re dead.

Will’s hand closed round a rock. He turned and threw a savage overarm, the cricketing boy he’d been meeting the murderous man he was, and it hit the revolver squarely as the enemy fumbled to reload. The spare clip sprang from his hand, and Will’s second rock caught him right on the temple. He reeled back. Will was already up and sprinting for him, a fallen branch in hand, and the big man broke and ran full tilt down the path, hurling the empty gun away as he fled. 

Will’s overwhelming instinct was to chase after him, bring him down, and beat him to a bloody pulp on the pinewood floor. But the part of his brain that wasn’t hot with rage was cold with fear, and after a few frantic seconds, it swamped the heat with dread. 

He turned back and ran, crashing through the bracken towards the prone body. “Kim? Kim!”

Kim was face down, unmoving. “Oh Jesus,” Will said, the words emerging high and strangled because his throat was closing. “Christ, no. Kim.” He dropped to his knees, reached for the still form, grabbed his face. 

Kim jerked his head away. “Ow. What—?”

“God.” Will sat back on his heels. “Mother of God. Are you all right?”

“Fine. I think.” Kim pushed himself up, and sat heavily on the bracken. His face was smeared with earth and there was a nasty scrape on his temple and he was alive. Will tried to remember how breathing worked. “The gunman?”

“Gone.”

“You got him?”

“Knocked the gun out of his hand when he ran out of ammo. He legged it. I came back to get you.”

“Why the hell didn’t you follow him?”

“I thought you were shot, you bastard. I thought you were dead.”

“Don’t be so dramatic.” Kim put a cautious hand to his temple. “I caught my foot on something, and knocked myself silly when I hit the ground. Did I say earlier I was fond of these gardens? I take it back.”

“Same. Sod this place.” Will put out a hand. Kim gripped it. He was definitely alive, and his sleeve was torn in a familiar way. “You’re hit.”

“I’m not.” Kim squinted at his own upper arm and inserted a finger into the hole. “Good God. It went through the cloth. That was close.”

An inch to the left and he’d be bleeding. Six inches to the left and he’d be dead. Will seriously regretted his decision to give up the chase: he wanted five minutes with the enemy and the Messer, or a rock, or just his fists. He’d make do.

Kim touched his arm. “I’m fine, Will. Stop looking like that. Are you hurt?”

“No, because you drew his fire when he had me pinned.”

“With an acrobatic leap face-first into the soil. Truly the war lost something by my absence.”

Will was pretty sure it had. “Can you stand?”

“Are we sure he’s gone?”

“He’s welcome to come back, if he wants his spine pulled out through his arse.”

“I’ll hold your coat. Did you get a look at him?”

Will shook his head. “Not a good one. The sun was behind him, and then I was concentrating on his hands. Big man. Bulky. Thick as mince, because he could have had us both with a bit of tactical thinking.”

“Big, broad, and stupid,” Kim said. “How strangely familiar that sounds. Let’s go back to the house, shall we?” 

They headed back, Will picking up the empty gun as they went. Kim leaned on Will’s arm for a bit as they set off, until his head cleared. That could have been nice in other circumstances, but the mood had been pretty comprehensively ruined. They went back a different route through the gardens, Will keeping a very sharp eye out for strangers, and made it back to the house without further assault. 

Hastings the butler emerged as they came into the entrance hall. He looked wide-eyed at them both. “Ah, Lord Arthur, I— Are you all right?”

“No,” Kim said. “I am not. I take it Lord Chingford has returned?”

“Yes, Lord Arthur, he—”

“Where is he?”

The butler’s eyes flicked between them. “In the morning room with his lordship, but—” 

“Excellent,” Kim said. “If you hear screaming, my advice would be to do something else in a distant part of the house, out of earshot.”

He stalked forward. Moving like a wolf, Will thought, and his own wolf snarled in response. 

They came to a door. Kim opened it with force and went in without ceremony. Will shut it behind them.

Lord Chingford was standing on the carpet looking as sulky as an overgrown schoolboy. The Marquess, seated, turned to face them with cold anger. “Arthur. Where have you been?”

“Getting shot at,” Kim said. “In the pine wood, by a big stupid man. Anything to say, Chingford?”

“What?” said the Marquess.

“Eh?” Chingford added. 

“Shot at,” Kim said, enunciating clearly. “With a gun. There is a bullet hole in my sleeve.”

“Nonsense,” the Marquess said. 

Kim inhaled dangerously. Will said, “Hold on. Has Lord Chingford been in here long?”

The Marquess turned to look at him, lip curling, eyes full of such breathtaking contempt that Will recoiled a half step. He wasn’t sure he’d been looked at like that in his life: he hadn’t been important enough to come in for the scorn of generals. 

“This individual will be silent,” the Marquess said, every word a slap. “And you will explain yourself, Arthur.”

“I explained yesterday,” Kim said. “Answer his question.”

“You lied yesterday, as is your invariable and contemptible habit. Explain!” The Marquess picked a newspaper off the table and slapped it down the other way up. That let Will see the picture of his own face under the headline HAVE YOU SEEN THIS MAN? 

“Sod,” he said. 

Kim barely glanced at it. “The Daily Mirror? I thought you took The Times.”

“I will not brook this insolence!” the Marquess shouted. “You have brought a criminal to this house! How dare you, sir? How dare you? This man is accused of murder!”

“So is Chingford,” Kim said. “And if it’s good enough for him...”

The Marquess inhaled. Will got into the momentary silence. “Can you answer my question? How long has Chingford been in here?”

“Keep your damned mouth shut in the presence of your betters,” Chingford snarled at him. “Have Hastings call the police, Father.”

“Do that,” Kim said. “I’ll give them the notebook and tell them how you breached your bail.”

The Marquess and Lord Chingford went off like howitzers at that, simultaneous and loud, and Kim started shouting back. Will wasn’t sure he’d seen Kim shout before. He usually ran cold, not hot, but he was spitting nails now, face reddening. 

Will wasn’t here for a family row. He looked between the three enraged men, ugly and alike in their fury, pulled the empty gun from his pocket, and levelled it at Chingford’s face, right between the eyes. 

It wasn’t subtle, but they shut up. 

“I’ll ask once more,” he said into the silence. “How long’s Lord Chingford been in here with you, Lord Flitby? And the answer needs to be a number of minutes. Anything else and I’ll pull the trigger.”

“At least an hour,” the Marquess said, through frozen lips. 

“Thank you.” Will lowered the gun. Kim held out a hand and Will chucked it to him. “If he’d run back here, he’d still have been sweating when we got in. It wasn’t him.”

“Damnation,” Kim said. “Leo.”

“How the hell does he know we’re here?” 

“And is this just aimed at muddying the waters round Quiller and Chingford?” Kim’s eyes sparked. “Or is he afraid we’ll find something?”

“Arthur!” Flitby said, voice commanding. “You will explain—”

“Quiet, we’re busy. Chingford, you need to tell us everything. How you knew Fairfax. All your dealings. What you argued with him about, what happened that night, who you’ve talked to since we got here. All of it. Now.”

Chingford’s lip curled. “Go to hell, you bloody pansy.”

“Fine,” Kim said. “Will? I think we’re at the last resort.”

“Christ, me too,” Will said, and kicked Lord Chingford in the stomach. 
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Chapter Twenty
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He doubled over. Will put an elbow into his kidney—partly to incapacitate, partly he just liked the thought of the man pissing blood—then got him in a headlock and marched him to the door. He pulled it open, rammed the Earl’s head against the doorframe, and shut it again. 

Not all the way. Just enough that Lord Chingford’s skull was firmly jammed between oak and oak. A bit forcefully, perhaps.

“I hear you used to do this to Kim,” he said. “Turnabout’s fair play, right?”

Lord Flitby and Chingford were both shouting. Will put a bit more pressure on the door until his victim howled, and said, “Everyone shut up. All right, two choices. You talk now, or I slam the door a few times and then you talk. It’s up to you. I’ve got all day.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” Chingford said, sounding congested. “Father!”

“I would, you know,” Will said. “I’ve killed a lot of men. Mostly with knives, a couple with bare hands, one with a rock. Door’s a new one on me but I’ll give it a try. You’re thinking I won’t, but that’s because you weren’t at the Front. You were sat on your arse in a nice leather chair, propping up a desk between meals, while I was up to my knees in mud and blood. You did your killing from a distance, didn’t you? The spoiled food, the boots that let the water in and set our feet rotting: that was paperwork to you and a nice bit of profit, but it was life and death to men out there. Mostly death. A lot of death. I spent years wading through bodies while you were at home lining your pockets at our expense, and you know what, Lord Chingford, I don’t want you to talk. I want to slam this door as hard as I can, again and again till the crunch sounds wet, because you’re a fucking traitor.” He had to take a second to breathe there. The silence in the room was absolute. “But Kim wants to ask you questions, and that’s all that’s keeping you alive right now. Only, if one word comes out of your mouth that isn’t an answer, one single bit of denial, I’m going to smash your skull like a soft-boiled egg.” 

That, he felt, covered everything. He glanced around the room. Chingford was awkwardly doubled over, head trapped between door and frame, not struggling any more. Flitby stood, white-faced. Kim had his arse propped on the back of a low chair and the gun in his hand. It was pointing at a downward angle, but unquestionably in the direction of his father. 

“Will,” he said, in a tone of studied calm. “Are we under control?”

That meant You aren’t going to murder him, are you? “Fine,” Will said. “But if he mucks me about, it won’t stay fine.”

“I quite understand. I trust you do too, Chingford.”

“You can’t—” Flitby began.

“You’ll find we can,” Kim said. “Start with the War Department, Chingford. What were you doing?”

“My job. Supplies.”

“I have already told you this,” Flitby said. 

“I want it from him.”

Will put a tad more weight on the door. “You heard him, sunshine.”

“I had an arrangement.” Chingford sounded congested. “Several companies—gentleman’s agreements to cut down on red tape—naturally an honorarium—”

“Spit it out,” Kim said. “You took bribes to award supply contracts.”

“Honorarium,” Chingford insisted. “Some companies made arrangements with the Department, that’s all. Better offers. Everyone did it.”

“I don’t think they did, you know,” Kim said. “And you received the blackmail threat when?”

“Two years ago.”

“How much for?”

“Three hundred a month.”

“You have no idea how much I would like to let Will off the leash,” Kim said. “I already know the truth, you lurching embarrassment, it’s written in Fairfax’s book! How much?”

“A hundred and fifty,” Chingford muttered.

“What?” Flitby said.

“A hundred and fifty!”

“You told Father three hundred,” Kim said. “He gave you the money and you passed on half. What did you do with the rest?”

Chingford would probably have shuffled if he could move. “Expenses.”

“You lied to me.” The Marquess sounded numb. “You told me three hundred—”

“He knew you’d pay anything to cover it up,” Kim said. “If you’d told him to go to the police and take the consequences, we wouldn’t be here now. But you protected him, and he made a profit off you while you did it. Why did you need the money, Chingford?”

“Did I not give you enough?” said Flitby harshly. “Is everything you have had not enough?”

“No!” Chingford shouted. “No, it isn’t!”

Will flicked a look at Kim. He was still perched on the chair back, watching his father and brother, but he looked over as if he felt Will’s gaze and their eyes met. 

Kim crossed his legs deliberately at the ankles. “Did you know it was Fairfax blackmailing you at the time?”

“No,” Chingford said.

“Then what was the row at the Club about?”

“He demanded money. Three thousand.”

Will choked. Kim said, “Ripe. Was that on top of the monthly payment, or instead of?”

“I don’t know. I told him to go to hell. He said he’d give me a day to find the money. Asked me the next day, in the dining room, if I had it. I said no and he said he’d call Father. I told him to go to the devil.”

“And then? What did you do about this man who was blackmailing you, who had threatened to expose you?”

“Nothing.”

Will made an exasperated noise. Kim said, “Really?”

“I didn’t kill him!” Chingford shouted. “I didn’t and nobody can prove I did! You wait and see, I’ll be cleared of all this, and then you’ll regret it. I didn’t do a damn thing. I was asleep in the reading room and I’ve nothing else to say!”

“You’re a liar,” Kim said. “Why would he threaten to call Father, rather than the police or the newspapers? And what happened to your handkerchief?”

“Eh?”

“Your bloodstained handkerchief was in Quiller’s possession, along with a sum of money. Where did he get that? Did he find it at the Club? In the billiard room?”

“I don’t know!”

“He had it and he’s dead. Was he blackmailing you too? Did you have him killed for it?”

“It wasn’t me!” Chingford sounded almost panicked at the barrage of questions. “I don’t know how he got it and he was a bloody lying old bastard and it serves him right!”

The words fell into total silence. Lord Flitby’s eyes widened. Kim looked at his brother for a moment. “I’m beginning to think you may be more stupid than I realised. Amazing. Let’s go back to the day before the murder. Fairfax asked you for three thousand pounds. He said you had a day to find the money. What did you do?”

“Nothing. I didn’t have it.”

“Why didn’t you ask Father?”

“He was already paying—”

“You were already stealing from him. What stopped you from asking for more? Or, no, let me rephrase that. What was the second blackmail about?”

Will and Flitby both looked up at that. Chingford said, “I don’t know what you mean.” It wouldn’t have fooled a toddler.

“You had your regular contact over the bribery payments already: Fairfax could have renegotiated the deal that way if he wanted to. Instead he spoke to you in person. A different approach, and it was about something different, wasn’t it? This time he threatened to tell Father if you didn’t pay up, and you weren’t afraid of him going to the police. Therefore the threat was social or moral, rather than legal. What was it?”

“Go to hell,” Chingford muttered. 

“He had something else on you, a social shame. And you stewed overnight and exploded at him the next day. You were called in to see Knowle after that, and informed you’d be sacked from the Club if you didn’t apologise. What happened next?”

“Nothing. I’ve told the police everything. I had dinner, and went for a nap, curse it!”

Kim made an exasperated noise. “Do you want to take your secrets to the gallows, you fool? Once you left Knowle, where did you go?”

“Hold on,” Will said. “Go back a bit. Tell us about Knowle.”

Kim looked at him with a question in his gaze. Will shrugged. “He relaxed a bit just then. When you moved on.”

“Did he?” Kim said, and then he froze. Lips a little parted, eyes flickering as if he was watching something unfold that nobody else could see. Flitby opened his mouth. Will jabbed a finger into the air, getting the Marquess’s attention, and put it to his lips with a meaningful look. Flitby inhaled—possibly being told to shut up was a new experience—but he didn’t speak.

And then Kim gave a single sharp nod, and the expression in his dark gaze was unholy. “Blackmail of a social nature, perpetrated by a fellow member. Did you tell Knowle about it, Chingford? It’s what one does: take these things to the Secretary. It’s what George Yoxall did when Fairfax tried it with him. Did you?”

“What if I did? Why shouldn’t I?”

“And what did he say?”

“That he needed dealing with!” Chingford snarled. “Can’t put up with men like that. Cancer on the whole place.”

“Of course,” Kim said. “And cancers need cutting out, don’t they?”

“That’s what Knowle said. Fellow may be a commoner but at least he knows what’s owed to his betters.”

“Precisely. You shouldn’t have to put up with that nonsense. Nobody could blame a man for killing a blackmailer, not if they knew the whole story. There’s a limit to what one can tolerate with, isn’t there?”

“It’s a public service to rid the world of swine like that, that’s what he said. Didn’t realise he had so much sense.”

Kim was nodding. “And he said he’d look after you, make sure you didn’t suffer any consequences, that sort of thing? Told you to keep quiet about everything, and he would make it all go away, hush-hush. Am I right?”

“Hushing things up is his damned job! He said he’d sort it all out as long as I didn’t say anything. He said that would give him the best chance.”

“Of course. And what did you do then?”

“I had dinner and went for a bloody nap! How many times must I say it?”

“Yes,” Kim said slowly. “Do you know, I’m beginning to believe you did. You never were one to take a hint.”

The Marquess’s lips parted. Kim held up a hand, silencing him. “You had your nap. He had his chat with Quiller, and came out and walked past the reading room, and he saw you sleeping there, alone. And he went on into the billiard room next door, and there was Fairfax, alive, well, and not aware he was there. It was the perfect chance and he took it.”

Silence. Absolute silence, including from Lord Chingford. 

“How did he have your handkerchief?” Kim went on. “Oh, but it was hot in his office, wasn’t it? A sweaty man might mop his brow. Did you drop it there? I expect he used it to hold the pick and catch any blood. He could have used it to incriminate you, but of course you did that all on your own when you wandered into the billiard room and took hold of the murder weapon. At that point, the handkerchief became unnecessary, perhaps overkill. He kept it, though, and waited for you to be arrested—”

“Quiller said they were together all along,” Will pointed out.

“Yes, he did,” Kim agreed. “I expect that’s why he had to die.”

“What is going on?” Lord Flitby demanded. “What are you saying, Arthur?”

“Knowle. The Secretary, the man at the heart of the Symposium Club. Who knew all about the bequest of Aveston’s books, Will, because it would have gone through him; who commanded Quiller’s absolute obedience. Just say we were together the whole time. Don’t confuse the police. The reputation of the Club. And Quiller, so pathetically loyal, so desperate for his fifty years’ service and his pension, aware Knowle could sack him with a snap of his fingers, went along with it.”

“Knowle wanted Chingford to kill Fairfax for him,” Will said. “But that didn’t happen so he did it himself. Got Chingford nicely set up—”

“Promised him he’d be looked after if he just kept his mouth shut. And Chingford, so used to being pandered to at every turn, believed him, and made himself look even guiltier. Did you think he’d killed Fairfax for you, brother? Did you consider that all part of the service?”

No answer. The Marquess had a hand to his mouth. 

“But then you started asking questions,” Will said. “You sent Peacock after Quiller.”

“Peacock asked him about Waring and Cheveley and Fairfax. Quiller smelled trouble and went running to Knowle. Now Knowle was aware I had put those names together. Now I was a problem, and Quiller was a loose end who was starting to panic. So Knowle got rid of him, and because he’s a clever man, he did it in a way that incriminated you and Chingford together, thus causing me a major problem. Well played, Knowle.”

“And we came here to hide, and he sent a gunman after us. How did he know we were here?”

“Yes, Chingford,” Kim said. “How?”

“I don’t know what you mean.” 

Kim looked at his brother with contempt. “Go back to the murder. What did you and Knowle talk about when you were alone together? When he very carefully sent off Harry Mitra and Quiller and went to find you on his own, of course. Christ, I’m a fool. What did he say then?”

“He told me to sit tight and it would be sorted out. He said Fairfax was a blight and the Club would deal with everything. And he did! I’m on bail, aren’t I?”

“I obtained your bail,” Flitby said.

“Knowle was behind it,” Chingford said obstinately. “He told me so. They pull strings there, they know how. Of course he’s looking out for me. I’m the Marquess of Flitby, near as dammit!”

Kim shut his eyes. Will knew how he felt: he was fairly inclined to bang his own head against a wall. Or Chingford’s head, come to that. 

“So, in his effort to protect you, he advised you to—what, keep your mouth shut and wait for rescue?”

“Least said, soonest mended.” Chingford announced that as though it were some kind of ancient wisdom. “He’ll deal with this without making my personal affairs public property. You’ll see.”

“And while you waited obediently for that happy day, Will and I arrived here. Did you call Knowle to tell him so? When did you call Knowle?”

“Yesterday evening,” Chingford snapped. “I wanted to find out what the devil was going on! Why shouldn’t I?”

“Why indeed,” Kim said. “What did he say about Quiller’s murder?”

“Not to worry. He said Quiller had clearly been up to something but it would all go to clear me in the end.”

“And?”

“And what? None of my damned business, is it?” 

“No indeed. Just a dead old man. What did you, and he, say about us?”

“I said you were here with some damn country bumpkin, and he said to watch out because you and your thug were dangerous. And he was bloody right, wasn’t he? Father—”

“Shut up,” Will said. “Jesus.”

“Who else did you call?” Kim said. 

“What? Nobody.”

Kim’s voice was lethal. “I want to know who else you told we were here. Now.”

“Nobody! Why would anyone give a damn where you are?”

Kim grabbed the telephone, and barked a number at the operator. “I need the call placed at once. Code PB12. That’s PB12, look it up. Official business. Clear a line, and put me through now!”

“What are you doing?” Chingford demanded. “Let me up!”

“You told Knowle we were here, and he sent his killer after us,” Kim said, hand over the mouthpiece. “Thank you for that, brother. I’ll pay you back in full.”

“Wait.” Flitby was on his feet. “Arthur, what are you doing?”

“Knowle is part of a criminal organisation called Zodiac,” Kim said. “He killed Fairfax, and set up Chingford to take the blame— Oh, hello. Put me through to DS, immediately, code twelve. It’s Secretan.” He rolled his eyes. “Yes, I’m aware of that. It’s still a code twelve. Then he can shout at me if he doesn’t agree, just put me through.” He waited a moment. “Hello? Sir, it’s Secretan. Have you identified Leo yet? No? Allow me: it’s Eric Knowle, the Secretary of the Symposium Club. He killed Fairfax, he ordered Quiller’s death, and he’s your man.” 

He held the receiver a little way away from his ear, wincing. Will could hear the faint quacking that indicated strong feelings on the other end from clear across the room. “I have not sat on anything, sir. I only just saw it myself.” He outlined his reasoning rapidly. “Sir. At my father’s house. No, alone. Yes, I will. Thank you. Good luck.”

He hung up and breathed out. “Well, that was breakneck. You can let him up, Will.”

Will opened the door and stepped back. Chingford hauled himself to his feet. His face was scarlet and looked unpleasantly swollen, and he gave Will a look of pure hatred, which was fair. “You—”

“If you’d talked days ago, we wouldn’t be here,” Will said. “So keep your trap shut now.”

“Well said,” Kim remarked. “Console yourself, dear brother, with the thought that you’re not going to hang.”

“Are you certain?” Flitby was gripping the edge of his desk, knuckles white. “Are you absolutely sure of that?”

“Pretty much. It’ll take a little while to play out, but once Knowle is arrested, it should be easy enough to demonstrate what really happened.”

The Marquess groped for his chair, sat heavily, and put his face in his hands. Kim looked down at him. “No, you didn’t believe him either, did you, sir?”

“Chingford is innocent,” Flitby rasped. “His name will be cleared.” 

“I didn’t say that,” Kim said. “Actually, I expect a great deal of his dirty linen will be exposed in the process, because he is nothing like innocent. He didn’t kill Fairfax himself, but he was happy for it to be done on his behalf. He is guilty of taking bribes in public service, undermining the war effort, betraying the men who fought. He is guilty of stealing from you when you paid his extortion money. He’s guilty of whatever else he was being blackmailed for. He is guilty as sin.” Kim let that hang in silence for a few seconds. “But he won’t swing for murder. Come on, Will. I need air.” 

“Got your knife in there,” Will said, as they walked down the corridor, leaving brother and father behind them. 

“It needed saying.” Pause. “I wanted to say it.”

“Did it help?”

“No.”

“Are you all right?”

Kim exhaled hard. “Could you behave as if I am?”

Will slung an arm round his shoulders, a swift hug to which nobody could object and fuck ’em if they did. “You’re fine.”
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Chapter Twenty-One
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Will would have liked nothing more than to get in the Daimler and have Kim put his foot down. He might even have encouraged him to more speed, for once, but they weren’t going anywhere.

“Your face is right now in several newspapers as a murderer,” Kim said, as they took a bit of fresh air in the garden after a lunch served by staff with extremely blank expressions. “DS will be contacting me here to let me know when Knowle’s been collected, at which point we can sort that out with the Met and then Fleet Street.”

“I would like my name cleared.” Will had got hold of a couple of the papers, and read them with sick fascination until Kim took them away. They all had his name and photograph with a ‘have you seen this man?’ piece. It only said he was sought in connection for Quiller’s murder, but you couldn’t miss what it meant.

“It will be. Once the Bureau picks Knowle up, the frame will fall apart. I’ll make sure of it, I promise. But for now, we need to stay holed up and out of trouble.”

He was right, but that didn’t make Will any happier. “Stuck here with Chingford. Wonderful.”

“The house and grounds aren’t big enough for you?”

“Too cramped to bear. I’m going to fuck a duke next time.”

“Westminster is probably the largest landowner outside the Crown,” Kim said helpfully. “He looks like a trout, but if you must, you must.”

Will gave him a reluctant grin. “You’re a lot of use.”

“I want to get out of here too, you know. I want to be back in my own home, my own bed, and follow up those blasted books on approval—”

“No, you don’t.”

“I don’t?”

“You want to be in the Private Bureau where you belong, and you know it. You were sodding amazing today, Kim. You need your job back.”

Kim made a face. “DS might not want to give it to me.”

“You nailed Virgo and Leo without any help from the Bureau. Why don’t you talk to him? I bet he wants you back. And if he doesn’t, someone else will. It’s the work you ought to be doing.”

“I thought you thought it was bad for me.”

“The way you were doing it, maybe. But you need to work, and you’re good at it, and anyway I don’t think it’s so bad to get your hands dirty sometimes. Better than the way your father keeps his clean.”

“That is true,” Kim said. “Would you mind?”

“What, not having you underfoot all day?” Will bumped shoulders with him. “I’ll live. And if I’m wrong you’re pretty useful at the bookshop, but I don’t think I’m wrong.”

“The bookshop. The bookshop, the Bureau, my flat, our lives, because Chingford isn’t going to hang and I can leave this damned house and never return. Good God.” He tipped his head back. “God, Will. I’m only just realising the weight of it all now it’s lifting. Christ, I can breathe. We did it.”

“You did it.”

“I, and the ladies with their ruthless and remorseless charm, and you. My God, you. That was a truly terrifying performance.”

“You know I was putting it on, right?” Will said, and had to add, “Mostly.”

“Yes, beloved, I do.” Kim’s lips twitched. “Mostly. And you caught that stupid sod in a lie of omission I missed, and I did think I was pretty good at lies.”

“That’s why I’ve got good at spotting them. It doesn’t half run in the family.”

“Oh, be fair: I’m at least a deliberate liar. You can’t trust a word Chingford says because he persuades himself that the facts are whatever he wants them to be, and is furious if anyone contradicts them. He decided Knowle was on his side and then sat there nursing his secrets in the absolute certainty that he’d be protected. He always has been, after all.”

“Not this time.”

“And won’t that be a bitter pill for his monstrous self-esteem to choke down.” 

Will kicked a rock. “You are sure Knowle did it? Not Chingford?”

“About ninety-eight per cent.”

“What about the two per cent?”

“Not my decision,” Kim said. “I will give all my information and deductions to the Met as well as the Bureau. If I’m wrong and he did it and they hang him, it won’t be my fault.”

“If you’d said that from the start, we wouldn’t be here now.”

“True, if somewhat gratuitous to point out. But I couldn’t have said it from the start. I can say it now, from here, with you. I’m, if not free of my family, then perhaps getting there, and it’s entirely down to you.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You stayed,” Kim said. “You loved me. You watched me, which obliged me to behave as the man I’d like to be, rather than the less impressive one I often am. I don’t like it when you’re not there either, Will. I’m better with you.”

“Good thing I’m not going anywhere.” He grabbed Kim’s hand, not caring if anyone saw. “And you are exactly the man I want you to be. You always have been. The last knight.”

“In tarnished armour?”

“I don’t think shining armour would suit either of us. I’m pretty tarnished myself.”

Kim took in a breath. Will squeezed his fingers, stopping whatever he was going to say. “You and me, Kim, whatever happens. And if that’s where we’ve got to after all this, it’s been worth it.” 

“Worth you being called a murderer in the national press?”

Will shrugged. “You get called that, and a Red, and a shirker. And the truth is, I’ve got blood on my hands even if it’s not Quiller’s.”

“Mph. May I counsel against taking punishment for A because you feel guilty about B? I’ve spent a lot of my life doing that. It doesn’t help.”

“No, perhaps not. But the newspapers are out there either way, and there’s no point me whining about what can’t be changed. We can just get private dining rooms at the Savoy till it dies down.”

Kim snorted. “For a dyed-in-the-wool proletarian, you’ve developed a powerful taste for luxury.”

“Shame you’re not going to be a marquess, isn’t it?” Will said, and they walked on. 

They walked as they waited to hear from DS, in small circles around the gardens because Will wasn’t going too far afield with Leo’s hired killer still out there. When that palled, they took advantage of the stupidly large grounds for Will to try his hand at the Daimler. Kim proved a rather good driving instructor, and Will managed to forget about everything for a while in the pleasure of learning a new skill and mastering the powerful machine. They returned to the house to wash and smarten up for cocktails at six—beer for Will—at which point Kim’s control finally frayed.

“What the blazes are the Bureau doing?” he demanded, as if the first swig of gin had allowed him to speak. “Why hasn’t DS called? How the hell long does it take to arrest a man?”

“You could telephone him and ask.”

“I would, but I value my life. Is that a motor outside?”

They were in the Sheraton Room, which looked over the drive. Will turned just in time to see a car go past. “Who’s that?”

“God knows. I’d have thought the police might go round the back. Did it look like a police car?”

“I didn’t see. Would they be here for Chingford?”

Kim winced. “More likely for you. I will resist as best I can, but—”

“Don’t worry about it.” Will would strongly prefer Quiller’s murder to be solved without him having to sit in a cell at any point, but needs must, as long as he knew it would be sorted out. He’d had worse. 

They waited as footsteps came along the corridor. Kim said, “That doesn’t sound like the fairy tread of the law,” and the door opened. 

“Lord Arthur,” Hastings said, with a paternal beam. “Lady Waring and Miss Jones.”

Will nearly dropped his drink as Maisie and Phoebe hurtled in. They were both dressed in finery, but dusty and windswept; Maisie had a silk scarf tied tightly round her hair and Phoebe’s face was smudged. “Darlings!”

“Fee!” Kim embraced her as Will grabbed Maisie. “What on earth? Where did you two spring from?”

“We drove up, of course.”

“Phoebe drove,” Maisie said. “She’s had lessons. In Paris.”

“Don’t they drive on the other side over there?” 

“You tell her that.”

“Darling, I only forgot once or twice,” Phoebe said reproachfully. “I hired the most adorable machine, Kim, quite perfect for ladies, no matter what that silly man in the shop said. You should take a turn in her. I might have to buy one, actually, it was such fun. Shall we, Maisie? We can call her Suzy.”

“Su— A Hispano-Suiza?” Kim demanded. “Do you know how fast those beasts go?”

“We do now,” Maisie said. “I’d like a drink, please.”

“It was too glorious, letting her rip. I can see why you enjoy motoring so much.” Phoebe sparkled at them all. “And anyway I had to make good time. We have the most extraordinary news.”

“You won’t believe it,” Maisie agreed. “But for goodness’ sake, let me sit down first.”

“You’ve been sitting down since London,” Phoebe pointed out.

“Only on the edge of the seat.” She took one of the Sheraton chairs with a sigh of relief. “Honestly, Phoebe. I’m still shaking.”

“I know the feeling,” Will assured her. “Kim’s just as bad.”

“Far be it from me to observe you could have telephoned—” Kim began.

“Well, that’s just it, darling, we couldn’t. Your line is faulty.”

“Is it? It was working earlier.”

“Well, it isn’t now,” Phoebe said. “I tried to call you at lunchtime and they said it wasn’t connected. I tried again and then we decided to visit.”

“That must be why DS hasn’t called,” Will said. “Blimey, that’s bad timing.”

Kim was just going over to give Maisie her drink. He stopped dead at Will’s words, glass in hand. Will took it off him, passed it to Maisie, and said, “What?”

“Bad timing at this moment would be a remarkable coincidence,” Kim said. “I don’t believe in coincidences where Zodiac is concerned.”

“Zodiac?” Maisie had just taken a ladylike sip of her drink. She looked over at Kim, then downed half the glass in a swallow. “What’s happening?”

“Kim worked out who Leo is,” Will said. “The secretary of the Symposium, bloke called Knowle. He killed Fairfax and set Chingford up for it.”

“Chingford telephoned him yesterday, leading to Knowle sending us a hired killer—”

“A what?” Phoebe yelped.

Maisie looked appalled. “Why would Lord Chingford do that?” 

“Because he thought Knowle was on his side, and I’m suddenly wondering if he’s quite grasped he’s not,” Kim said grimly. “I assumed Father would take him in hand, and that he understood he was out of trouble.”

“Looks like he didn’t believe you,” Will said. 

“Hell’s teeth. If he didn’t, if he contacted Knowle—”

“Pretty sure he did,” Will said, and this time Kim caught his tone and looked around. 

Lord Chingford and Eric Knowle, the Secretary, were at the door. They both held revolvers. 

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Kim said. “You stupid, stupid man.”

“Sit down,” Knowle said. “You, Mr. Darling, and Lady Waring. All of you.”

They sat. Chingford stepped back and Lord Flitby walked into the room. His mouth was set like a rat trap, a muscle pulsing in his jaw, and Will couldn’t help noticing that Chingford had waved him in with a movement of his gun.

Chingford and Knowle followed. A third man, also armed, was behind them, a big, bulky fellow with a contusion on his temple, who Will recognised now he got a good look at him. The last time he’d seen him—the last time before the pine wood, rather—he’d broken a knuckle on the fucker’s jaw. 

The man knew him too, because their eyes met and held, and Will found his fists closing. Maisie gave a sharp hiss. “Phoebe—”

“I know, darling.”

It was Anton, the deceased Lord Waring’s chauffeur. He’d attacked Maisie at their last meeting and she’d knocked him unconscious with a candlestick. He clearly hadn’t forgotten because he gave her a leering smirk that promised vengeance. 

“Wipe that off,” Will told him. 

Phoebe wasn’t looking at Anton. Her eyes were fixed on Knowle. “I know you. You came to visit my father.”

“He’s Leo,” Kim said. “Eric Knowle of the Symposium Club.”

Phoebe gave a lift of the chin that conveyed withering contempt. Knowle remained unwithered. “I’m delighted to see you ladies here. That makes our business rather easier. Please take a seat, Lord Flitby.”

The Marquess obeyed, stiff-legged. Knowle closed the door and turned to face them all. “Allow me to outline the situation. I have already discussed it with Lord Chingford and your father, Lord Arthur. Your role is to listen and obey.”

“Don’t hold your breath,” Kim said. “But go on.”

Knowle gave him a malevolent look. “You have put me in a very inconvenient situation. I had plans, Lord Arthur. I had ambitions, things to do, but you had to interfere, didn’t you?”

“I’d say you forced my hand. Or did you expect me to sit back and watch my brother hang?”

“Hang? I had the business entirely under control. It’s you who ruined my plans and put Lord Chingford in danger of his life. Without your interference, all would be well for him now.”

“You see?” Chingford said triumphantly. 

“Oh, for— He intended you to hang for Fairfax’s murder, and he put the handkerchief and money in Quiller’s room to incriminate you,” Kim said. “What’s it going to take, Chingford?”

“Lord Chingford knows who’s on his side,” Knowle said. “And I’m grateful to him. Your organisation missed me only thanks to his timely warning. The ports and airfields are already watched and a manhunt is underway.”

“Good.”

“On the contrary. If I am arrested, it will be disastrous for everyone in this room.”

“You think?” Kim said. “Because, stop me if I’m wrong—”

“You are wrong. You see, if I get away, all the recent events can be blamed on me. You can say that I killed Fairfax for my own reasons, and Quiller because he was going to take back my alibi. Lord Chingford and Mr. Darling will be exonerated, and the Secretan name will be preserved. That is far better for you than the alternative.”

“Which is?”

Knowle gave a wintry smile. “If I am arrested, I shall deny Fairfax’s murder to my last breath. I shall confess to encouraging Lord Chingford to commit the crime, as well as to the killings of more than one of my former colleagues under the departed Lord Waring”—he nodded at Phoebe—“and any amount of crime, depravity, and viciousness. But not to Fairfax. I will stand in the witness box and admit everything but that. I will tell the jury—the world—precisely what Fairfax had on Lord Chingford, and you know with what sentimental outrage that will be received.” His eyes were gleaming. “His fingerprints are on the murder weapon; there is the handkerchief, and Quiller’s evidence that I was with him at the time of the killing—”

“A lie,” Kim said.

“Prove it. I will see him swing. I will kill your heir, Lord Flitby, and destroy your name when the world finds out what he did in the war, and saddle you in his place with a degenerate cowardly gaolbird that you will be ashamed to acknowledge—”

“Gaolbird?” Will said. “Since when?”

Kim flicked a finger towards his father. “He’s got the book.”

Will hadn’t noticed. But there it was, held loosely in Flitby’s hand. White Stains, with its illegal, obscene poetry, and that bloody inscription in Kim’s own writing.

“That’s mine,” he said. 

“That much is obvious, Mr. Darling. Quite an extraordinary message for Lord Arthur Secretan to write to another man, wouldn’t you say? One that would mightily interest the police. Were you not raided once already on suspicion of indecent behaviour with him?”

“The sergeant in question is currently serving a four-year sentence for corruption,” Kim said. “That kite won’t fly. And you will struggle to destroy my reputation when I don’t have one.”

Knowle smirked. “You may not care what’s said about you, Lord Arthur, though in fact I think you do. But your father cares. He doesn’t want you proclaimed all over London as the Oscar Wilde sort, any more than he wants Lord Chingford disgraced. And I expect Mr. Darling feels the same.” He looked to Will. “You wouldn’t like your friends and family knowing you keep Lord Arthur’s bed warm, would you?”

“Don’t tell me what I think,” Will said. “And go fuck yourself. Excuse my French, ladies.”

Phoebe waved a hand. “Not at all, darling.” 

“So you’ll hang as long as you can ruin us,” Kim said. “I grant we are an unlikeable family, but that seems excessive.”

“I don’t understand,” Maisie said. “If Mr. Knowle is planning to make sure Lord Chingford hangs, why is Lord Chingford helping him?”

“Because none of that’s going to happen,” Chingford said. 

“Indeed. The solution is very simple,” Knowle said. “Lord Flitby’s steam yacht will take us to the Continent with a generous sum to ease our way. Once Anton and I have left the country you may speak of us as you please. Lord Chingford’s name will be cleared, and so will Mr. Darling’s. Lord Waring’s deeds need not be dredged up. You can even have your book back. When I go free, so do you all.” He paused meaningfully. “But if I am caught, you will all be ruined with me.”

“Not if I break your neck first,” Will said. “Why don’t I do that?”

Anton raised his revolver and gave Will an ugly look. Will returned it. “I don’t know what you’re grinning about, sunshine. You couldn’t hit a cow’s arse with that, judging by this morning.”

“But he can unquestionably hit you from this distance,” Knowle said. “And suppose you did kill me—two more deaths to the House of Flitby’s credit? How many is that in the past six months?—I will destroy you all from the grave.”

“Oh, come now,” Kim said. 

“Believe me, Lord Arthur. I have composed a full confession, which will be sent to the newspapers if I fail to communicate to a certain person within a certain period.”

Kim looked unconvinced. “Really. One wouldn’t have thought you’d have time to arrange that.”

“I’ve had the arrangement in place for years. Years in Zodiac, years as the trusted heart of the Symposium Club. I know far too much for the comfort of many a rich or noble man. You had better hope I live, because my death will bring you down in flames.”

“Yes, I have grasped the principle,” Kim snapped. “For God’s sake, Chingford, what are you doing? We’ve cleared you. He can say what he likes in court: nobody will listen. Why the devil are you siding with this swine when he’s trying to have you hanged?”

Chingford gave him a look of pure loathing. The bruises on both sides of his face were coming up nicely, long ugly marks, as though he were looking through bars. “You think I believe a word you say, you little worm? I know what side my bread’s buttered. I know what you’re doing, what you’ve been doing all along, trying to take my place—”

“He was trying to save your neck!” Will said. 

Chingford swung the revolver to him, the look in his eyes unsettling. “Shut up. For tuppence I’ll kill you myself. You’re a murderer and he’s a liar and you’ve been trying to trap me and I won’t have it.”

“Knowle set you up, you fucking fool,” Kim said through his teeth.

“Knowle’s a cleverer man than you. He knows what’s what.”

“He’s had at least three people killed in recent weeks. He’s been trying to revive a criminal organisation. Actually, while you’re here, Knowle, what was the plan? The one that horrified Pisces so much he informed against you, and set Fairfax wanting to get away? I’m consumed with curiosity.”

“You’ll see it in action yet,” Knowle said. “Enough of this. I’ve told you what’s going to happen. Lord Flitby has agreed to my proposition—”

“Oh, really,” Phoebe said, with open disgust. “Goodness me.”

“Be quiet, Lady Waring.”

“If you point that gun at her, it will be your last act,” Kim said. “Are you serious, Father? You’re going to help a criminal escape justice?”

“Several criminals,” Knowle said. “You as well, Lord Arthur.”

“If you’d like to be rude, Kim, don’t mind us,” Maisie said. “And I don’t think Lord Chingford should do this.”

“Nor do I,” Phoebe agreed. “I think he should be on the other side.”

“Be quiet, woman!” Knowle said, with startling contempt. “Lord Chingford understands the situation very well. Get me over to the Continent and everything will be all right.”

“I highly doubt that,” Kim said. “And you are telling us all your plan because—?”

Chingford grinned unpleasantly. “Because you’re coming too. All of you.”

“You what?” Will said. 

“Don’t be absurd,” Phoebe said. “Why should we?”

“It’s a six-man yacht.” Lord Flitby’s voice was flat and toneless. “A ten-hour trip each way at best. A full day and night’s sailing. I prefer not to take crew from the village.”

“No indeed,” Kim said. “Since you’d be making them accessories to a serious crime, and Knowle would probably kill them once we got to the other side rather than risk them talking. What part of that makes you feel this is a good idea?”

A muscle tensed in Lord Flitby’s jaw. “You heard him. This is the only possible course.”

“Can’t leave you here to blab, and someone needs to stoke the boiler,” Chingford added. 

“You want us doing your manual labour?” Will said. “Get fucked.”

“You will cooperate or I will kill you now.” Knowle spoke quite casually. “There is nothing else I can do to keep you silent. So you will come with us and assist, and the ladies will accompany us to guarantee your good behaviour.”

“That’s more likely to guarantee very bad behaviour,” Phoebe said. “And we will most certainly not accompany you. Maisie gets dreadfully seasick.”

“I’m afraid she’ll have to tolerate that.”

“I don’t think you heard me.” Phoebe’s voice was cold and clear as ice water. “We will not be part of this vile and sordid business. I don’t know what you were to my father, Mr. Knowle—” 

“His loyal lieutenant, Lady Waring. I did as he bid me. Would you like to know the things he ordered me to do?”

“No, though I dare say you’ll tell me anyway because you’re a quite revolting person.”

“Shut up,” Knowle said, anger thrumming through his usually toneless voice. “Shut up, you bloody arrogant bitch. You think you can give orders, and sneer, and expect your bidding done? I’ve had enough of pandering to whims and demands. I’m the master here now. And you’ll do as you’re told.”

Phoebe had gone very white. Maisie looked at her, drew in a breath, and said, “Are you really going do this, Lord Flitby? Take two women hostage and help a criminal escape?”

Flitby’s face looked like raw veal, pallid and bloodless. Chingford turned towards him, gun in hand. Not quite pointing it at him, but not holding it away, either. “You agreed, Father. We agreed. It’s for the best.”

“There is no choice.” Flitby didn’t sound like he believed himself. “Once this man has gone—”

“You’ll have abetted the escape of a multiple murderer,” Kim said. “This is conspiracy, sir. You are breaking the law.”

“And what is this?” Flitby jerked up his arm, raising White Stains in a motion that made Will think of a puppet.

Kim’s mouth set. “My responsibility and I’ll take the consequences. Don’t pretend you’re protecting me.”

“Shut up,” Chingford said. “I’ve decided. We’re all going.”

“I wasn’t aware you were head of the family.” 

Chingford’s mouth moved. It was a tiny flash of an expression, too fast for Will to read, but Kim sucked in a breath. “What are you doing, Chingford?”

“Shut up. You come or we shoot you here and now. I’m not going to hang on your account.”

“We have to go soon, to catch the tide and as much light as we can,” the Marquess said. “The Aurora has ladies’ accommodation, Lady Waring. It is a day, nothing more.”

“It is a day I do not consent to give you,” Phoebe said. “Are you going to force me?” 

“Yes,” Knowle said. “We have guns, Lady Waring, and you do not, and that is the end of the matter. Get up, all of you.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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The Marquess owned two touring cars. Kim drove one, with Maisie and Phoebe in the back, and Knowle beside him, holding the gun to his head. Anton drove the other. Flitby had the front seat; Chingford sat in the back with his revolver digging into Will’s ribs. 

The village, whatever it was called, was on the mouth of a river where it met the North Sea. There were a few biggish boats moored around the harbour, including a very elegant white one with two masts, two lifeboats hanging above the deck, a pointy front, and a cylinder in the middle with steam already rising from it. There was also a sort of cabin on deck behind the steam cylinder, from where he assumed you steered the thing. 

They parked the cars at the harbour. Anton and Knowle ushered Kim and the ladies on board first. Will sat in the car next to Chingford with the muzzle pressed against his side, and concentrated on not saying anything that would provoke the stupid bastard into squeezing the trigger. 

Kim had better have some ideas. Will had a few, all involving violence, but they depended on knowing that someone he loved wasn’t going to get hurt.

They sat while Lord Flitby spoke to a harbourman, presumably with some sort of explanation for why he’d ordered the boat past eight at night. It wouldn’t be dark till ten or so in these midsummer days, but nobody else was setting out on a jaunt. 

Evidently the Marquess was persuasive, or just told the man to mind his own business. Either way, he went off, the Marquess embarked, and after a while Anton came back to escort Will onto the ship.

There was a hatch revealing a wooden flight of stairs towards the front. Will descended to find himself in a surprisingly large if low-ceilinged room with wood panels and comfortable-looking chairs. It had a couple of tiny portholes, and electric light. Kim sat, looking sour, with his father next to him. Will joined them as ordered. The three armed men stood.

“Allow me to explain the situation,” Knowle said. “Lady Waring and Miss Jones are in the ladies’ cabin. We have, naturally, locked the doors. They will remain there unmolested for the duration of the voyage unless you cause trouble. If you do, they will pay the price.” He gave a cold smile. “Anton bears a grudge against Miss Jones. For her sake, Mr. Darling, I suggest you behave.”

Will fixed his gaze on the opposite side of the cabin. Kim said, “You heard that, Father. Proud of yourself?”

“There is no need for harm to come to anyone,” the Marquess said. “Just cooperate and nobody will be harmed.”

“Except the next person who stands in Knowle’s way when you let him go.” 

Knowle gave him an unkind look. “Be quiet. Now, speed is of the essence. Our sailors are the Secretans, so Lord Flitby will be in command of this vessel. He and Lord Arthur will arrange the sails, under Lord Chingford’s supervision. Mr. Darling will stoke the boiler. Anton and I will be on watch for trouble or disobedience. You have caused me immense inconvenience, Lord Arthur, and ruined my plans, and I don’t like you. I suggest you don’t give me an excuse to demonstrate that. Up.”

Kim rose. Will followed him, since there wasn’t much choice. Three men with guns in a small space wasn’t a fight he wanted to start. 

The engine room was in the middle of the boat. There was a hatch and a ladder made of iron rungs down to a space that was small and already warm from the furnace, with bunkers of coal on either side. 

“Right,” Knowle said. “Lock him in.”

“Are you insane?” Kim said. “What about ventilation?”

“I dare say it will be uncomfortable—”

“Don’t be a fool. If you lock him in there without supervision, he’ll wreck the bloody engine,” Chingford said, which was irritating because that had been Will’s plan. 

Knowle’s face spasmed with annoyance. “Get down there, Anton. Watch him. Let’s go.”

The next hour or so was not one Will enjoyed. The furnace was a gaping maw that took a lot of coal, and as he shovelled it in and the boiler heated up, so did the engine room to an unpleasant degree. It was sodding noisy too, and he didn’t much enjoy the sense of the yacht moving underfoot: it gave him an unpleasant feeling in his head as well as his stomach. He’d only been on boats a few times in his life, all of them troop carriers, and the sway of the waves had been a lot less pronounced. Did it make a difference that the Aurora was being driven by sail and steam at once? It was plunging and rolling a lot more than seemed safe, and he lost his footing more than once, scattering coal across the floor.

Anton didn’t seem to be enjoying himself either. At first he watched Will work with a smirk that needed slapping off, but the expression disappeared as the ship ploughed on through the waves, swaying and rocking, and before too long he took a surreptitious hold of the rungs set in the wall. 

He didn’t look any too bright but he still had his gun, seasick or not. Will might be able to wallop him with the shovel before he got a shot off, but Kim was up there with Knowle and Chingford, neither of whom liked him, and ‘might’ wasn’t good enough in the circumstances. So he shovelled coal, resenting every spadeful, hot, sweaty, dusty, and thirsty. 

After what must have been an hour’s labour, the furnace was roaring. Will was covered in coal dust, his once-decent shirt streaked with black, and his shoulders were aching. Anton’s jaw was set, his eyes half closed.

“Oi,” Will said. “I want a drink.”

Anton just grunted. Will said, “Did you hear? I’m done. I need a rest.”

“Shut up.”

There was a familiar-sounding misery in his voice. “Feeling sick?” Will enquired sympathetically. “It’s the up and down, isn’t it?”

Anton made a thick noise. Will nodded. “You should have been there when we crossed for France the first time. Storms all the way. Up and down, up and down.” He rocked his hand rhythmically. “There was men all along the rails, puking their guts out. Over the side, into bags, and if they couldn’t find a bag just heaving on the floor so it splashed on your boots.” He did his best imitation of the sound of violent retching. Anton’s eyes widened. He turned, and scrambled up the ladder in a hurry.

Will grinned to himself and followed a moment later, once he’d put his jacket over his filthy shirt. He stuck his head cautiously out of the hatch, to see Anton vomiting noisily over the side of the yacht, and Lord Chingford glaring at him, gun in hand. “Get back down.”

“No,” Will said. “If I shovel any more coal the boiler will explode. I need a drink and a rest.”

“I said, get back down!”

“Fuck off. What are you going to do if you shoot me, get off your arse and work?”

Knowle arrived. “What is going on?”

“I need water, food, rest, and some air,” Will said. “Furnace is fully stoked. And you’ll show me Kim and the girls are all right or I won’t touch another coal.”

Knowle’s eyes flickered, calculating. Will had done the numbers as well. Knowle’s party had the upper hand, but not by that much, with Anton indisposed, and a boat he couldn’t sail himself, and an urgent need to reach the Continent. He needed to keep the rest of them cooperative till they reached the other side. Or, at least, that was what Will hoped. They’d be in trouble if he was wrong.

“Come up,” Knowle said at last. “Lord Arthur, over here. You stay together, by the side, and don’t move. Lord Chingford, keep them covered.”

Will went and stood by the edge of the boat as ordered, legs stiff. It was approaching twilight by now, the sky streaked with deep pink, blue and purple, and the chilly sea wind was a blessed relief on sweaty skin. White sails billowed above him, and the waves didn’t seem quite as drastic from here as they’d felt in the engine room. 

Kim came up to join him. He looked cool and collected, except for the expression in his eyes. “Will.”

“All right?”

“A lovely sailing trip with the family. If only Mother and Henry were here. You?”

“I’ve told them I want to see the girls.”

Kim nodded. “They’re in the ladies’ cabin. Nobody has troubled them. Until now.”

Will looked round to see Knowle ushering Phoebe along the deck. She stalked along, generous mouth set tight. Will said, “What’s happening?”

“He wants her to make sandwiches. They’re for Will, Fee, don’t spit in them,” he added, raising his voice. Phoebe waved in acknowledgement and disappeared down another hatch at the front of the yacht.

“Galley, or kitchen,” Kim said, answering the unspoken question. “Then, in order from front to back, gentlemen’s stateroom under our feet, engine room, the ladies’ cabin, and the crews’ quarters fitted into the remaining space at the stern.”

Will noted the layout in case it might be useful. “How are we getting on?”

“Making a good thirteen knots, I think. If we keep that up, it’ll be a relatively quick trip.”

“Still overnight. People will need to sleep. Can you sail in the dark?”

“Yes, but I don’t know if they will.” 

Will looked over at Chingford. He was watching them with revolver in hand and a contemptuous expression, but a good twenty feet away. Too far to rush, but also too far to hear. Will dropped his voice low anyway. “Any ideas?” 

“Anton doesn’t seem very well. That puts Knowle in rather a tight position.”

“He could make it less tight.”

“The thought has occurred to me too. But this isn’t a one-man vessel and Father might dig his heels in. If it was down to Knowle and Chingford alone, they’d have to take in the sails and run on steam, which would be significantly slower, and telegrams about fugitive criminals may start flying across the sea at any time. I’m hoping he decides to put up with you and me a little longer for the sake of gaining a few extra hours.”

Will nodded. “Say he does, and we all get to Flanders. What happens then? Does he kill us there?”

Kim propped his lean arse on the side of the boat, the picture of an aristocratic lounger. Will stood straight, hands behind his back, like the soldier he’d been. “Good question. Knowle’s main concern will be to get away unnoticed and unpursued, so he won’t want a deserted luxury yacht bobbing outside Vlissingen, still less one full of bodies. That wouldn’t be subtle. I suspect he will run for it with Anton, leaving Chingford to head happily back to England until such time as it dawns on him that he can’t rely on us to keep our silence about this.”

“There’s a few other things he won’t want you to talk about, come to that.”

Kim sighed. “I really should have told him he’d get off scot free, shouldn’t I? But I had to stick the knife in. Stupid and vindictive. I do hate it when I see a family resemblance in myself.” 

“You couldn’t predict he’d keep siding with Knowle,” Will said. “Nobody would.”

“Oh, I could have. Knowle’s played him like a fiddle throughout, and Chingford has never found it easy to accept he made mistakes. Not to mention he’s desperate to keep his damn fool secrets. He’ll want to silence me, and you have severely dented his self-esteem, not to mention his head. If I were him...well, there’s a lot of ocean in which to hide bodies.”

“What about your father? He might put up with helping Knowle escape but he surely won’t wear that.”

“I rather think that Chingford is getting impatient waiting to step into his shoes,” Kim said, voice flat. “I think that’s the promise Knowle made him: accelerated inheritance. And, as I say, there’s a lot of ocean out here.”

Will turned to stare at him. Before he could frame a reply, Phoebe and Knowle emerged from the galley with a pitcher of water and a pile of rather haphazard sandwiches. She gave Kim the plate; Knowle took her off again, saying, “You may see Miss Jones when you’ve finished.”

Will made himself eat and drink slowly, taking the chance to look around. The yacht was about a hundred feet long, with a teak deck and brass fittings and lots of white paint. Nice and shiny. The sides went up to mid-thigh height and there were no railings. That seemed a bit rash to Will, given the up-and-down and side-to-side way the bloody thing moved, and how close they were to the water. He didn’t think it would be much fun in a storm.

Chingford was a few yards away, guarding them; he couldn’t see Anton. Lord Flitby was in the little cabin, steering or whatever it was captains did. Knowle was doubtless around somewhere. 

It was deep twilight now, the stars coming visible in a deep purple-tinged blue sky that Will would have appreciated more if he hadn’t been filthy, tired, and seethingly pissed off. There was absolutely nothing around them except sea, endless sea, and the gathering night. No boats. No land. Nothing at all. They were on their own. 

“So he’ll wait till we’re on our way back, right?” he murmured.

“Maybe,” Kim said. His face was turned into the breeze so it whipped his words away. “But once Knowle leaves, he’ll be seriously outnumbered. I suspect he plans to get rid of you and me before then, no matter what Knowle would prefer, and assumes Father will help him sail back till we’re in sight of land.”

“Right.”

“As for tonight, I expect they’ll confine us in the crews’ quarters to sleep. If we’re going to act, it needs to be soon.”

Otherwise they’d be locked in overnight, and only released once the enemy were fresh and rested. Will nodded, and finished off the final sandwich, washing it down with the last of the water.

“I want to see Maisie now,” he called to Knowle. “And a proper rest before I do any more shovelling.”

Knowle glanced at his wristwatch. It had a broad strap: Will wondered if he had a tattoo under there. “You can have half an hour in the ladies’ cabin. It will be guarded.”

Will walked, wincing and stiff-legged, towards the back of the yacht. There was another hatch behind the cabin, with a spiral stair that led down to a tiny space with a door. Chingford went down first; Knowle stood a safe distance away, providing cover. 

Chingford unlocked the door. “In. Don’t try anything. I’ll be listening.”

The ladies’ cabin was like the other stateroom, but smaller. It was fancily decorated, but the air was rather close in here, with a sour tang, and the thud of the engines was almost as noisy as in the engine room. Panels on one wall had been pulled back to reveal a pair of bunkbeds. Maisie was lying on the lower one; Phoebe sat on a chair next to her, holding her hand. She leapt up as they came in. “Darlings!”

“We’re here for a rest,” Kim said. “Will’s been working like a navvy. He’s exhausted.” 

“Knackered,” Will agreed, for the benefit of the eavesdropper, and extracted the reason for his awkward posture from where it was stuffed into the waistband of his trousers. A hefty spanner: he’d seen it on the engine room floor and grabbed it when Anton fled. 

Kim mouthed I love you, held up a finger enjoining silence, and started opening drawers. He seemed to be looking for something. “Phoebe, do help him.”

Phoebe blinked. “Yes, of course you must sit down at once, how utterly dreadful. Poor Will. Kim, darling, what’s happening?”

“Are you both all right?”

“Well, I am,” Phoebe said. “Maisie is foully seasick. She ought to be on deck in the fresh air but that utter pig Knowle wouldn’t let us up. We called out and he came in here and it was rather awful.”

Kim looked round at that. Will said, “What did he do?”

“It was horrible,” Maisie said from the bunk. Her voice was thick and a bit raspy. “He was talking about how we were on our own and there was no Lord Waring, or you, to protect us this time. Phoebe told him to get out, and he wouldn’t. He kept saying things.”

“About my father.” Phoebe sounded a little remote. “Things he’d done, and ordered to be done. I think he hated him, and Johnnie. He certainly hates me on their behalf. He called me a stuck-up bitch again. I’ve never met the man.”

“Fee—”

“He was using language. Telling us what he could do if he wanted,” Maisie said. “He took hold of my face. And—oh God.”

“Don’t think about it,” Phoebe said urgently. “Don’t.”

Will’s knuckles were white on the spanner. Kim said, “What happened?”

Phoebe spoke in a barely audible whisper. “She was sick on his shoes.”

Kim choked. Maisie said, “It’s not funny.”

“Of course it isn’t, darling,” Phoebe assured her. “Though I’m positive you’ll be glad of it later. Anyway, that put him off his stride rather, and he went away, but we’d prefer not to be on a boat with him, that’s all.”

“No,” Kim said. “Unfortunately, we’re stuck here for the moment.” He pulled out a paper and pencil from a drawer and went to the small table. “Didn’t you have some story about getting stuck on a yacht, Fee? Something about Bubby Fanshawe?” He started to write, but made a cycling motion with his hand as he spoke: Keep talking. 

“Bubby? Oh, yes,” Phoebe said. “Let me see, how did it start? I think we were in Monte Carlo—”

Will came over to see what Kim was writing. It was a brief list. 

Flitby—helm. Unlikely to intervene either way

Anton—sick. Was at stern earlier

Will put his finger on ‘stern’. Kim crossed it out, and wrote back of boat.

Knowle—ranging around?? 

Chingford outside 

Will lifted the spanner meaningfully. Kim nodded. Wait till they let us out?

Will shook his head and took the pencil. Now. I get Chingford, you take his gun, go up quick.

“—And it was all Bubby’s fault really, but Adela’s never set foot on a yacht since,” Phoebe concluded. She was staring at the page, then looked at them both with worried eyes. “One can’t blame her. I don’t feel awfully well-disposed to anything nautical at the moment.”

“Of course not. I hope this won’t put you off forever.” We need to make Chingford come in, Kim wrote.

Phoebe gave a little hop and raised her hand, startlingly schoolgirlish. Kim tipped his head, then indicated ‘carry on’ with a wave. 

Will took up a position by the door. Phoebe and Kim came close to it, and Maisie raised herself on her elbows, curiosity briefly winning over seasickness. 

“God, I’m wiped out,” Kim said. “Are you asleep, Will? I swear he is.”

“Dozing, anyway,” Phoebe said, in the piercing tone Will had heard from Bright Young People before. It wasn’t loud, precisely, but there was a cut-glass, if not broken-glass, quality about it that could carry through a crowded nightclub. “Poor lamb. And he really is a lamb, darling, you’re awfully lucky. I love you of course, but you aren’t the easiest to put up with. I hope you tell him you adore him all the time.” 

Will could feel himself going red right to the ears. Kim looked slightly nonplussed. “I have mentioned the matter, yes.”

“Good. Because really, this business has been terribly unfair on him. At least you’ll never have to worry about inheriting again, so he’ll be spared that.”

“I won’t?” 

“Of course not— Oh! We haven’t told you! Maisie, we never told him about Chingford! How absurd, when we rushed down precisely to do that. Honestly, darling, you won’t believe it. We went back to talk to Florrie, you see, and she said some things that got us thinking, and to cut a long story short, guess where we were this morning? Is it this morning still? It seems forever ago. Guess where we were, anyway.”

Kim was regarding her with awe. “I have no idea.”

“Seventeen Mount Street.”

Phoebe announced that like a killing blow. Kim blinked. “And that is—?”

“The address of the most fascinating woman. Appallingly vulgar of course, but a very sharp wit, and quite stunning still. Well, she must have been to get her way—which she did, you know, I’ve seen the certificates, and she’s certainly done her duty by him, one can’t dispute that. Three, Kim, and all boys! You should see them, especially young Freddie. He’s seven years old and the living spit—”

Will was very nearly fatally distracted, but the fumble and scrape of the lock turning gave him just enough warning. He was ready as the door slammed open and Chingford strode in, gun pointing at Phoebe. “You bloody—”

Will brought the spanner down on his arm, hard, and whacked it straight back up again into his face, sending his head snapping back with a spray of blood. Kim scrambled for the dropped revolver as Will slammed the spanner into Chingford’s gut, and clobbered him on the back of the skull as he doubled over, sending him down for good. 

Kim caught him before he hit the floor and lowered him the last foot. Had it all been audible from above? Hard to say, with the throb of the engine. 

Will glanced back at the others. Phoebe and Maisie were both wide-eyed, hands over mouths in identical expressions of shock. Kim was looking at his brother’s head, and the pool of blood spreading around it, but he made a quick gesture to Will: Get on.

Will went up the stairs, keeping low. It was quite dark now and a lantern hung in the steering cabin, illuminating Lord Flitby. He was looking ahead. Will couldn’t see anyone else. He crawled to the edge of the yacht, letting his eyes adjust to the dark, and made out a bulky silhouette standing at the rear. 

Kim’s head emerged silently from the hatch. Will pointed at himself and jabbed a thumb towards the rear of the boat, then indicated that Kim should go up the other side. The sides of a boat had names, he knew, port and starboard, only he couldn’t remember which was which. That was going to annoy him. There was salt on his lips, seasoning the familiar phantoms of mud and blood. 

He slid forward in the shadows, silent across the oiled teak planks. As his eyes adjusted, he could see that Anton was looking out over the waves. 

Some people had strong views on attacking a man from behind. Well, Will did himself, those views being that it was an excellent idea, best done with a blade. He missed the Messer.

He rose and took two soundless steps across the deck, spanner at the ready, and an electric light flicked on above them. Its dim yellow was startling against the darkness, and it caught Will like a butterfly on a board. 

Anton spun round, reaching for his gun. Will swung, cracking him across the arm, but missed the elbow joint and he didn’t drop the revolver. Will grabbed his wrist before he could shoot, abandoning the spanner to grapple with him, and they wrestled in savage silence for a few seconds. A shot rang out from the front of the boat. Will hoped that was Kim’s gun, and feared it wasn’t.

Anton made a ferocious throaty noise, bearing down hard on Will’s arm, and stamped hard on his foot. It sodding hurt but Will didn’t dare let go: if the bastard got any distance, he could use the gun as a club, or just fire it. 

The enemy was bigger, stronger, and armed, but he was also seasick, and Will didn’t like him, and he’d been six inches from killing Kim. Will launched himself into a headbutt, cracking his forehead into Anton’s nose, as more gunshots echoed from the front of the boat. Anton reeled back and Will jabbed two fingers in his eyes, fighting as dirty as he ever had, winning a scream of rage and pain. Will used the second that bought him to stoop and grab the spanner from the deck, and brought it round in a wide arc to connect with the enemy’s head. 

He staggered. Will hit him again, and felt bone crack. He dropped to the expensive teak planks, grabbed the enemy’s ankles, and hoisted. The back of his thighs hit the side of the boat. Will heaved again, putting his back onto it, and this time the weight tipped. There was a cry, a splash, and no more Anton.

Two down, one to go. 

Another shot from the front. Will dived into the shadows and squirmed forward on his elbows to the side of the steering cabin, wishing he’d got the bugger’s gun before he went over. 

“Anton!” Knowle bellowed. His voice sounded reedy in the great empty space of the sea, competing with the chugging engine, whipped away by the wind. “Anton!”

“I think Will got him,” Kim remarked. “As he has already got Chingford. You’re on your own, Knowle. You’ve lost.”

“I haven’t lost,” Knowle said. “You’ll take me to the Continent or I’ll destroy you. You know I will.”

“You don’t listen, do you? I don’t care about what is laughably called my reputation. You tell the world I share my bed with Will Darling, and all I’ll get is a swelled head at the envy of my like-minded friends. Consequences don’t apply to people like me.” Kim’s voice was cold, sneering, and extremely upper-class. “That’s how Waring could get away what he did, and why you were never going to replace him, however clever you may be. You aren’t part of the club, Knowle. You’ve always been outside, looking in, with your nose against the window like a Victorian urchin outside a sweetshop, because that’s a world you will never quite belong to. In the Symposium, but as a lackey, not a member. In Zodiac, but never one of the special ones, not like Cheveley, although you had twice the knowledge and three times the brains. You might make yourself useful, but never valued. You aren’t valuable.”

If he wanted Knowle to shoot him, he was going the right way about it. Will edged forward to the side of the wooden cabin, far enough to see round it, and understood. 

Three of them, facing off. Kim had a revolver pointed at Knowle. Knowle had his arm round Lord Flitby’s neck, and a revolver pressed to his head. 

“You want me to lose my temper.” Knowle sounded remarkably calm. Hopefully the bastard could maintain his self control a bit longer, at least till Will had a chance to kill him. “You underestimate me, of course: I’ve tolerated the oafs and fools of the Club for years, with their endless petty whining and demands. But I have the upper hand now.” He ground the gun into Lord Flitby’s temple. “And all the leverage I need.”

“I see you haven’t grasped the Secretan family relations yet,” Kim said. 

Knowle laughed. “Oh, I think I have. Lord Chingford struck a bargain with me, you see. He’d take me across if I made sure neither his brother nor his father came back.” His voice dropped low, taunting. “He’s tired of waiting to step into your shoes, Lord Flitby. There’s quite a few of the younger sort who don’t plan to spend the next few decades watching old men squat on privilege and property that could be theirs. I suggested it to Waring, you know: a service of removal and redistribution, to clear the decks for the younger generation who wanted to enjoy their inheritance while it was still worth something. Of course the old fool wouldn’t do it: they were half of them his friends. He was quite insulting about it. But he’s not here any more, the sneering bastard, and I have—I had four potential clients lined up already. Four men ready to see their fathers shoved into the grave and out of their way for a handsome fee, and I’m sure there would be plenty more. Lord Chingford positively jumped at the idea.”

The Marquess’s mouth was slack. Kim paused a fraction, then said, “Given that context, you will understand that holding my father hostage is unlikely to affect me.”

“On the contrary,” Knowle said. “Lord Chingford was very useful on the subject of your many weak points. You’re desperate for Daddy’s approval, desperate to be the good son, and that’s why you will drop the gun before I keep my side of the bargain with your brother. Do it or I shoot him. Now.”

There was a long pause. Then Kim let his revolver drop to the floor. 

Will knew what was coming. He moved, rolling into the shadows that pooled beneath the hanging lifeboat, went soundlessly up and over the side of the yacht, and swung himself down. 

Which put him on the other side. The one with water on it. 

The stanchions that held up the lifeboat made a useful handhold. Will gripped them for dear life, because the yacht seemed to move a lot faster from down here. Waves splashed his legs with unnerving force, far more violent than they’d seemed on board, and the water was bloody cold. His trousers were already soaked from the knee down, and he wasn’t at all sure if this was a good idea, but where else was a man meant to hide on a fucking boat? 

Knowle was shouting. “Mr. Darling! Come out, Mr. Darling! I’ve got your boy friend here!”

Will hung on, breathing hard. His hands were wet and cold, and his shoes were sodden. Should have taken them off. He eased them off now, not without regret because they hadn’t been cheap, and planted his stockinged feet against the side of the Aurora as it rose and fell in the waves. This was no way to travel.

“For God’s sake,” Knowle said from above. He sounded like he was about a foot away. “You can’t hide. I’ll shoot them both and come after you.”

“You can’t sail the yacht,” Kim pointed out. “And Chingford’s in no shape to help. Kill us and you’ll be stuck out here till you get caught or die of thirst. I wonder if Will went overboard with Anton? That was quite the splash earlier.”

“If you believed that, you’d sound more worried.”

“Oh, well. Plenty more where that came from. And he was getting rather greedy.”

“Shut up,” Knowle said. “You go first. Try anything and your father dies. And tell Darling that if he doesn’t come out, I’ll shoot you in the kneecaps. Move, both of you!”

Will heard the steps go past. Kim’s light tread, Lord Flitby more like a shuffle, then Knowle. 

“Will?” Kim called. “Will, where are you?”

Will braced his legs, pushed himself up enough to see they’d all gone by, and hauled himself up the side of the yacht without letting a grunt pass his lips. Knowle was behind Flitby, the gun pointed at his head, just a few inches away. That could be a problem. 

He swung himself over the side and onto the deck, very aware of the wet flap of trousers round his calves. His sodden socks landed quietly enough. He pulled the spanner from his waistband, and paced silently after Knowle. One step, two, and then Kim, silhouetted in the lantern light, swung round and shouted, “Now!”

Knowle spun as well, the gun swinging with him. Will’s spanner cracked his shoulder at an ineffectual angle, sending his arm down. The gun went off, deafening, and Will’s leg went from under him as if he’d been kicked by a horse. 

God’s sake. Not again. 

He tried to regain his balance, but there was a searing heat through his left calf and it didn’t want to hold him. Knowle’s face twisted with vengeful triumph for a fraction of a second before Kim came flying in with a rugby tackle, hitting him amidships. Knowle went down, and Kim landed a couple of wild swings before Knowle kicked him off. Will braced to launch himself into the brawl but the yacht lurched underfoot, his leg gave way, and it was all he could do to hang on to the side and stop himself slipping to the deck. Knowle reared up, the gun in his hand, aimed point blank at Kim—

Another shot. 

Knowle jolted. He put a hand to his belly and took it away again, looking at his dark wet palm, bewildered. He was still looking at it when the Marquess of Flitby walked up, put a revolver to his forehead, and fired. 

Kim scrambled away, too late. Flitby let the gun drop on Knowle’s body. “Where is Chingford?”

“Tied up in the ladies’ cabin,” Kim said, sounding rather numb. “Probably unconscious. Sir, Knowle sought to divide us. You can’t necessarily take his word—”

“Don’t lie to me, Arthur,” Lord Flitby said, and walked away. 

Will let himself slide down to the floor, now there was nobody who might kick him in the head. “Jesus.”

“Will. Where the devil did you spring from?”

“Spring from? I was right bloody there!”

“I know that now,” Kim snapped. “I didn’t expect you to be! Are you all right?

“No.” 

Kim scrambled round the body. “Hell’s teeth. How bad is it?”

Will let his head drop back against the side of the yacht, not caring about the wet. “Let’s just go home.”
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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The bullet had gone clean through Will’s calf, so at least it wouldn’t need digging out. It bled a fair bit, but Kim got him down to the men’s stateroom to lie on one of the bunks. Lord Flitby, astonishingly, cleaned and bound the wounds up for him with surprising competence, muttering something about worse hunting injuries, and gave him a couple of pills from the first aid kit. Will went out like a light after that. It had been a long day.

He woke with his leg throbbing. The pale light of the cabin suggested it was close to dawn, which meant horrendously early, but he wanted to know what was going on. He hobbled up the stairs from the stateroom, looking for company, and had to pause at the sight that greeted him: the sea huge and glittering around him, the endless sky, the white sails straining. That was when Will realised the engines weren’t running. He could only hear waves and wind, only smell the fresh sea air.

Kim was sitting at the pointy end of the yacht, arms curled around his knees. He looked bedraggled, exhausted, and beautiful.

“Hello,” Will said. 

Kim didn’t even open his eyes. “Shouldn’t you be in bed?”

“I got bored. How are we doing?”

Kim pointed forward. Will had a squint, and saw the dark smudge of approaching land. “Is that England? Thank God for that. It’s taken a while, hasn’t it?”

“We decided to stick with sail and have both of us on deck, rather than me stoking the boiler all night. And I didn’t much want to come into dock at two in the morning. Maisie consented to the delay once she was on deck: the air seems to be helping. How’s the leg?”

Will lowered himself carefully to sit on the smooth teak, looking back along the length of the boat. There was what looked like a heap of sailcloth half way down: Knowle’s body. “Sore.”

“It would be. You should stop getting shot.”

“Thanks. Are you all right?”

“It’s been quite a long night.”

Will bet it had, him and his father on deck together. He waited, and after a moment Kim went on, “We talked a little. Mostly me. I told him some things. What I was doing for the Bureau; about Waring; about you. I wanted him to know who I am. He can despise me on that basis if he cares to, but at least it will be accurate.”

Will took a deep breath. “If he doesn’t realise what you did—”

“I think he noticed,” Kim said over him, dry as dust. “Certainly he listened. Or at least he didn’t speak over me. He may have been thinking about something else.”

“What’s happened with Chingford?”

“Well, he’s woken up.” That was a relief: Will had hit him pretty hard. “His nose will never be the same but that’s unlikely to be his chief concern. We have him tied up in the ladies’ cabin. The girls are on deck, at the back. I think Phoebe’s been talking to my father.”

That would serve the Marquess right. Will reached for Kim’s hand. “What happens when we get back?”

“Chingford’s going to need a doctor. We’ll have to contact the Bureau, and the police.”

“What about this letter Knowle’s supposed to have left?”

“If it exists, there’s nothing we can do about it. I doubt it, though. He was playing to win, not lose.”

“Was that his grand plan? Getting people’s fathers out of the way?”

“Patricide as a money-making opportunity, and I suspect as a perverse form of vengeance on ‘good society’, by encouraging such a taboo act. The scheme was clearly close to his heart.” He made a face. “I suppose I can see why he came to loathe my sort so.”

“He could have got another job,” Will said. “And that’s what Pisces stuck on, and Waring? They were all right with a plan to start a plague in a city, but not with killing posh old men?”

“So it seems.”

“Christ.”

“Mmm. One might almost feel Knowle had a point.”

“None of them had a point,” Will said. “What the hell is wrong with people?”

Kim just shrugged. They sat together for a while, listening to the wind and waves, the snap of the sails. 

“What was that story the girls had?” Will asked after a few moments. 

Kim perked up slightly. “Oh, that’s hilarious. Worth the price of admission. It turns out Chingford’s been married for nine years, to a barmaid.” 

“You’re joking.”

“God’s truth. She obviously has a hell of a personality along with her other charms, because she wouldn’t let him touch her till they were legally wed, Anne Boleyn style, then agreed to keep the business quiet as long as she got set up in a very nice townhouse. Furs, jewellery, no expense spared. She’s been living high off the hog while not having to see him too often, but now the boys are growing up, and she wants them acknowledged. Chingford’s been throwing money at her in an effort to keep her quiet.”

“How long did he think that was going to work?”

“Your mistake lies in the word ‘think’,” Kim said. “He was focused on preventing Father finding out. Instead, Fairfax did, and decided to use that for a big pay-out before he fled Knowle’s new Greek-tragedy version of Zodiac. And, God bless his blackmailing heart, he mentioned something about an earl with a secret marriage to Florrie Jacobs, who trotted it out as special gossip on the girls’ visit the other day. Maisie put two and two together, and here we are.”

“Blimey. And his sons—”

“Legitimate heirs. Three of them. I’m off the hook for good, even if the bastard hangs.”

Will tipped his head back, feeling Kim’s relief as his own. “About that...” 

“We’ll have to see,” Kim said. “Knowle killed Fairfax, but Chingford must have at least suspected it, and aided and abetted his escape. There could yet be a charge of conspiracy to murder. Not to mention everything else for which he’ll have to face the music.”

“And what are we going to do about it?”

“Watch from the stalls.” Kim leaned his shoulder against Will’s, his thumb gently brushing Will’s palm, a soothing stroke. “Chingford can take his consequences, and Father can take his grandchildren, and I hope he does a better job with them than he did with us. The mother sounds like a power-house, which should help. Maisie found her rather impressive.”

The coast was a lot closer now. Aurora was speeding through the waves, the up-and-down starting to feel like a reasonable sort of motion. It was bright and clean and fresh out here, and blessedly free of people. 

“I’d like to do this again,” Will said abruptly. “Sail, I mean. Only not on a ship full of bastards.”

“It’s more fun on smaller craft anyway. We could go out just the two of us, if that doesn’t go against your stipulation. I could teach you.”

“I’d like that.”

“So would I. You can swim, yes?”

“No.”

Kim’s hand went still. “You can’t?”

“Is that a problem?”

“You climbed over the side of a yacht in full sail!”

Will shrugged. “He had a gun on you.”

“He had a gun on my father.”

“Whatever. You’d have shot him yourself if you didn’t care.”

Kim turned to glare at him. “You can’t swim, and you climbed over the side of a bloody yacht, and it wasn’t even— Jesus Christ, Will! Why would you do that?”

“You know why.”

Kim shut his eyes. His hand tightened on Will’s. “I do, yes. It’s because you’re a sodding lunatic with no sense of self-preservation.”

“Because I love you. Arsehole.”

“Which is what I just said.” 

“No, that was why I started seeing you. It’s not why I’m still here.”

Kim put his other hand over the two already joined. Will covered that with his own, feeling Kim’s skin chilly against his, and they sat together in silence, four hands clasped like a promise, as the new day dawned around them and the yacht sped on. 
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THERE WAS A RECEPTION committee at the dock. Will watched with the ladies as Kim and his father brought Aurora in, working in what at least looked like wordless harmony.

“Who are they all, do you think?” Maisie asked.

“That’s at least two police cars,” Will said. “And—oh God.” 

“What?”

“See the dark bloke with his arms crossed? The one that you can tell he’s pissed off all the way from here?”

“Yes?”

“He’s the head of the Private Bureau.”

“Gosh,” Phoebe said. “What does that mean?”

“We’re saved, or we’re dead. One of the two.”

Will’s legs felt decidedly wobbly when they got off the yacht. They made quite a sight: Kim in his superbly cut suit; Will smeared with coal-dust and sweat, with no shoes, one trouser leg hacked off at the knee, and a bloodstained bandage round his calf; Maisie and Phoebe in hopelessly bedraggled Paris fashion. Lord Flitby was grey-faced, as well he might be: he’d been up the whole night. 

DS immediately buttonholed Kim. Maisie went to find a bench to sit on, and put her head between her knees while Phoebe fluttered around her. That left Will, propped against a post, and Lord Flitby, who said, “Mr. Darling,” in a voice like the creak of a coffin lid.

Will turned. “Yes?”

The old man looked exhausted but he stood straight. Will wondered what that was costing him. “Arthur told me a certain amount last night. I don’t pretend to understand your position, or his decisions. I don’t understand him. Bad blood on his mother’s side.”

“Mmm,” Will said, as an alternative to Oh, shut up.

“Notwithstanding, I cannot— I don’t—” He stopped, tried again. “My son—Chingford—has erred grievously. I must accept my part in that. I am grateful for your intervention, and your courage.”

“I didn’t do it for you,” Will said. “I did it for Kim. It was him who put blood and sweat into this business, and saved your life at the risk of his own. While Chingford was trying to get us all killed,” he added, because Kim wasn’t the only one who could put the knife in.

The Marquess’s mouth tensed. “I am aware of that.”

“Be grateful to him, then.”

“I shall—” Lord Flitby began with audible annoyance, and stopped himself. “Perhaps you will at least accept my apologies.”

“I’m not the one who’s owed them.”

The Marquess made an exasperated noise. “You are an extremely obstructive man, Mr. Darling.”

“Yes,” Will said. “If you want to feel better, I can’t help you. If you want to make amends, talk to Kim.” 

The old man didn’t reply. Will shifted against the post to ease the weight on his good leg. 

“I know what he did,” the Marquess said abruptly. “Arthur. I know he saved my life and whatever shreds remain of our family’s honour and I shall—I shall speak to him. But you helped him at your own peril, and for that I thank you.”

Will shrugged. His calf hurt and his feet were cold. “You’re welcome.”

An ambulance with a police escort arrived. One of the ambulance men took a quick look at Will’s wound, cleaned it again, and re-bandaged him, then they took Lord Chingford away. The rest of them piled into the cars and were driven back to the house. 

They were allowed to wash, change—someone found Will a pair of shoes, which was welcome—and eat a very badly needed breakfast before Will and Kim were summoned to see DS. He had commandeered the Blue Drawing-Room, the one with the portrait of Kim’s mother, and looked right at home. 

“Nice place you have here, Secretan.”

“Thank you,” Kim said. “There’s plenty of space, though it isn’t terribly convenient for the shops.”

“Good for harbouring fugitives, though. Hello again, Mr. Darling. I’d say you’re a hard man to find, but it was glaringly obvious.”

“Don’t tell me you came here to get him,” Kim said. “You must have seen through that absurd frame job.”

DS gave him a look. “We came up here once it was apparent that Knowle had slipped through our fingers, and your telephone line had mysteriously failed. Those two events together didn’t seem like chance, given your father’s possession of a steam yacht. We got here rather too late to stop you embarking, unfortunately.” 

“Yes, that is a shame,” Kim said, with some restraint. 

“Still, you saved the British taxpayer a couple of lengths of rope, so swings and roundabouts. Tell me all, Secretan. From the start, no prevarication, and no omissions. I know you too well.”

Kim gave him the story, with more or less complete honesty except that he presented Lord Flitby’s last pull of the trigger as emergency rather than execution. It took a while. Will filled in the parts about himself. DS asked a very few pertinent questions and otherwise stayed silent, making one or two notes, watching Kim’s face. 

“A few questions,” he said at the end. “In no particular order: do you know why Anton came up here to attack you?”

“I assume that Knowle was concerned we’d work out what was going on. He did like his distractions.”

“Chingford told him you were here. Did he seem surprised when he learned you’d been shot at?”

“You think Chingford wanted us killed?” Will asked.

DS opened his well-kept hands. “You tell me. How much does he dislike you, Secretan?”

Kim didn’t answer. DS went on, “He was certainly involved in Knowle’s plans. The telephone line was cut where it enters the house and I cannot see how that was Anton’s doing. Lord Chingford will need to explain himself.”

“Is someone going to make him?” Kim asked. 

“We’ll come back to that. Next question.” His voice hardened. “Why did you not bring Fairfax’s information to me as soon as you found it?”

“Because I wanted to use it as a bargaining chip,” Kim said, meeting his eyes. “I was hoping to exchange it for Chingford’s continued existence—a manslaughter charge, say. That was the appointment I made with you but didn’t show up to.”

“Fairfax knew everything,” DS said. “He had names of the entire Zodiac and many of their collaborators encoded in his ledger. Merton’s department has cracked it, and the remnants are being rounded up even now. If we’d had his papers earlier, we might have identified Knowle before he was able to make a run for it.”

Kim’s face twitched. “Before he had Quiller killed?”

DS rocked a hand. “Perhaps, though he knowingly gave a ruthless murderer a false alibi. That tends not to make for a good life insurance prospect. The point is, you should have handed it over at once and you know it. Instead you decided to use it to save your worthless brother.”

Kim’s face was rigid. “Yes, sir.”

“You really are a weasel,” DS said. “And you then gave it to Merton because—?”

“They’d framed Will.”

“Which was, naturally, your primary concern.” The Bureau chief sighed heavily. “Secretan, Secretan. I realise I told you to find something to live for, but there are limits.”

“Sir.”

“And what about your brother now? Having gone to these lengths for him—”

“I never did any of it for him,” Kim said. “And my current stance is, to hell with Chingford. If he hangs, we deserve the consequences.”

“Wouldn’t the consequences be you inheriting this rather magnificent pile?”

“Not any more. I don’t want it; I never did.”

“Really?” DS glanced around. “No accounting for taste, I suppose. What do you want?”

Kim looked at him, assessing, and Will had the sudden, odd sense that there was another conversation happening, one he wasn’t hearing. “I want Will safe, with the charges dropped and his name cleared. And we need the murder weapon back, his knife. It has sentimental value.”

“That’s you two in a nutshell,” DS said. “Nothing else?”

“Yes.” Kim’s shoulders straightened. “I want to come back to work. Sir.”

DS looked at him, unblinking, for a very long moment, then his lips twitched. “So I should hope. It’s about time you stopped lolling around: idle young men will be the ruin of this country. What is it, Saturday? Come to the office on Tuesday. Not before ten: I shall have to gird my loins and let the staff know to brace themselves. And—” His gaze flicked to Will. “It seems to me you’re in urgent need of occupation as well, Mr. Darling.”

“I’ve got an occupation,” Will pointed out. “I run a bookshop.”

“Run a bookshop, pave Secretan’s way with bodies, and hang off the wrong side of yachts in your spare time. I’m not sure who you’re trying to fool.”

“Possibly I could put this proposal to him in a slightly less adversarial way?” Kim suggested. 

“Why would you bother? Come along on Tuesday, Mr. Darling. You can collect your lethal weapon then.”

“What about Chingford, though?” Will asked. “What’s going to happen to him?”

“Nothing he’s going to enjoy,” DS said, in a matter-of-fact tone that hit harder than any threat. “He has a very great deal to account for, and I shall see to it he does. I don’t tolerate attacks on my people.”

“Technically, at the time, I wasn’t—” Kim began.

“Don’t be silly,” DS said with a faint smile. “Of course you were.”
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THAT AFTERNOON, WILL borrowed a walking stick and they wandered the grounds with Phoebe and Maisie, enjoying the summer sun and, in Maisie’s case, the stability of the earth beneath her feet. 

“I’m never going on a boat again. We’re flying back to Paris. Planes are wonderful.”

“But you are going back?” Will said. “I wondered, with Phoebe’s title—”

“Oh, that won’t change anything,” Phoebe said airily. “Or rather, it will be wonderful for publicity—we thought ‘Waring’s’ for the boutique, supplying exclusive Maison Zie designs. I certainly shan’t be retiring to the country to hunt and shoot fish. I can’t imagine anything more ghastly.”

“Paris, then. But we’ll see you soon?”

“You’ll have to pay us a visit,” Phoebe said. “We want to show everything off and we can’t always be running around after you two. We’re professional women, you know.”

“I dare say we’ll manage the trip,” Kim said. “Thank you both for coming. For everything.”

Phoebe put her arm round his waist. Maisie threaded hers around Will’s elbow and tugged him backwards, so Kim and Phoebe could pace a little way ahead. “They’ve got a bit of sorting out to do still.”

“But it’s all right?” 

Maisie squeezed his arm. “Course. She understands.”

“Kim said she talked to his old man on the yacht.” 

“She had time,” Maisie said darkly. “Since I was mostly trying to keep my stomach where God put it. She told him what it was like finding out about her father, what Zodiac were, and that as far as she was concerned, Kim did the right thing with him. Even if it wasn’t nice, or good, or easy for anyone.”

“That’s Kim.”

Maisie glanced up at him. Will gave her a wry grin. “I’m not complaining. I’d rather have right than easy.”

“Yes, you would,” Maisie said thoughtfully. “Are you going to see this DS man on Tuesday?”

“I reckon so.”

“Good. You wouldn’t want to get bored.”

Will looked up ahead to where Kim and Phoebe walked, dark hair and fair together in the golden afternoon light. Kim threw back his head and laughed at something, and Will felt need scrawl itself sharply across his chest, like a fingernail on bare skin. “I don’t think I’m in much danger of that.”

They spent the whole afternoon out there. They explored the gardens, and ridiculed the topiary, and went through the pine wood where Will and Kim re-enacted the attempted murder with an unexpected lurch into hilarity that left Phoebe weeping with laughter and Maisie so weak she had to sit on a log to recover herself. 

Around six they returned to the house to dress for cocktails. Lord Flitby would not be joining them for dinner but had ordered a grand meal to be served in the dining room. Will wondered if that was an acknowledgement of the viscountess in their midst, or of Kim, or what. Hastings the butler even turned up with a set of evening clothes that fit Will pretty well. They probably belonged to an under-footman but he’d take it. 

“And we should be able to go home tomorrow,” Kim said, adjusting Will’s bow tie for him. “The charges will be officially dropped then, DS says. You’ll be in the papers again, but at least more favourably.”

“So will you. Your family, anyway.”

“A great deal less favourably, but there we are.” Kim didn’t sound concerned as he tweaked the corners of the tie. “Perfect. I do like you in evening dress. Sophisticatedly thuggish, I believe I said once.”

“You did say that. You also said ‘plenty more where that came from’.”

“Misdirection,” Kim said unrepentantly.

“And you said I was getting greedy.”

“You’re planning to move up to a duke. The truth hurts.”

“How would you know?” 

The light in Kim’s eyes was pure joy, and Will couldn’t have wiped off his own grin if he’d tried. He reached out and tugged Kim’s perfect bow tie a little askew. “I’ll probably stick with the secret agent for now, but don’t get cocky.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” Kim caught his hand and kissed the palm. “I couldn’t. You changed everything, Will. My life, my work, myself. It’s all changed—all better—because of you.”

“You did that yourself, you daft sod. I just shouted at you a bit.”

“A lot. God, I adore you.”

“Same.” He ran a finger over Kim’s jaw, up to his lips. “Jesus, Kim. I was on my own in a dusty bookshop and you turned up, and now it feels like I’ve got the whole world at my feet.”

“And a hole in your leg.”

“And a scar on my arm and a broken hand, but who’s counting?”

“You are, clearly.”

“Yes, and I can’t help noticing you got away clean. Again.”

Kim’s hand slid into his. Will gripped it, feeling their fingers tangle in that familiar way. An intimacy, a promise, a physical touch that spoke of a far deeper connection. The pair of them heading into the future, together.

This was going to be fun. 
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