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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 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.”
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