
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


JACKDAW

––––––––

A Charm of Magpies World story

KJ Charles

––––––––

Published by KJC Books



  	
  	
			 

			
		
For Ted, with all my love


      

    



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter One
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Ben hated London.

He hated the shouting, the crowded streets, the smell. He hated the pinch-faced beggars, the flower girls with their paltry, wilted offerings, and the frock-coated men who strode busily by. He hated Lincoln’s Inn Fields, a pleasant garden square ringed with trees in the heart of the greatest city in the world. He hated the early blossom on those trees, hated it with a savage, glowering passion, as though it had done him a personal injury. He hated, more than anything else, the bitter misery that hung around him in a cloud that blotted out the springtime sun.

If he had smiled in the last few months, he could not remember the occasion. He didn’t suppose he was likely to smile again soon even if he achieved his aim here, but by God, he would wipe the smile off another face, and perhaps then the poisonous knot in his chest would loosen at last. Perhaps.

His destination was on the corner of Lincoln’s Inn Fields and Sardinia Street, an unimpressive red-brick building that gave no hint of its purpose in its appearance. The large wooden doors were locked. Ben knocked, a bit too loudly. The doorman who answered was sturdy, keen-eyed and unwelcoming.

“Yes?”

“Constable Marshall, Hertfordshire constabulary. I have an appointment with Mr. Peter Janossi.”

“Can you prove that?” asked the doorman.

Ben pulled out the letter from Janossi, a brief note simply setting their meeting time and this address. The paper was not of notable quality and bore a rather undistinguished crest, with no other heading.

“Wait here.” The doorman took it and retreated into the building, shutting the door. Ben waited. He had no other options.

It was a good five minutes standing on the step before the doors were opened again. Their guardian beckoned him in.

“All right, Constable, you can go through. Mr. Waterford, show him to Mr. Janossi, would you?”

The words were addressed to a pudgy young man with possibly the most badly broken nose Ben had ever seen, and as a once-keen rugby player, he had seen a lot of them. Waterford looked like he’d been kicked in the face by a mule. He gave the doorman a resentful glance and slouched off through the hallway, Ben following.

The hall was large and high-ceilinged, a little grander than the outside of the building suggested. It was hung with heavy, gilt-framed oil paintings, radiating wealth and history and privilege that made Ben bristle with instant dislike. These people were privileged all right, privileged in a way that was so unfair and unquestionable that his fists clenched.

His guide paused at a grand set of mahogany doors, firmly shut, to exchange a low word with a harried-looking man who waited outside, holding a large leather bag at arm’s length. It reeked of spice. Ben waited, staring at an engraving on the wall. It showed some vicious-looking aristocratic swine with a face that begged to have the sneer knocked off it, seated at a desk with a magpie in front of him.

Ben did not want to be here. Not in this building, not with these people, nowhere near. But it was far too late to run now, so instead he wished that the mannerless oaf would stop wasting his damned time and let him get on. He wished that he didn’t need to do this, that he had help, that he wasn’t alone.

Waterford was still talking. Ben waited politely for a few moments, then abandoned that to stare openly at the man. It had no effect. At last Waterford finished his conversation and jerked his head at Ben. “Well, come on. Mustn’t keep the justiciary waiting.” He loaded the word with dislike. The harried man rolled his eyes.

Ben followed as Waterford led him to a back corridor lined with much less impressive doors, and threw one open without knocking. “Hertfordshire police,” he snapped, turned on his heel and stalked off. Ben glanced after him, then looked into the room. A young man sat at the desk, glaring in the direction Waterford had taken.

“Peter Janossi?” Ben asked.

“Oh. Yes. And you’re the man from Hertfordshire, Constable, uh.” He waved his hand to indicate that his visitor’s name was on the tip of his tongue, and in no way forgotten. Ben didn’t help him. “Come in. Sit. That is...”

There was no seat. Every available surface was covered with piles of paper, dockets, files, and...things, bits of wood and metal, tiny bottles, what looked like a fur stole, and something like a broken umbrella made of leather. Janossi hauled himself to his feet with a grunt, picked this up with two fingertips and turfed it into a corner, onto a teetering stack of books and papers, revealing a chair.

“Sit,” he repeated, with some satisfaction, returning to his own chair. “Good morning.”

Ben sat, assessing the man. Janossi was a well-built, square-jawed fellow in his midtwenties, a little shorter than his own five foot ten, with light brown hair and vivid green eyes. He looked tired and somewhat beleaguered. He didn’t look special, or gifted, or strange, or magical.

“Right, Constable, uh...Constable. You got here, then. Sorry about Waterford.” Janossi made a face to indicate his opinion of Ben’s guide, and began to scrabble through one of the piles of paper on his desk. “So, you wrote me a letter, which, uh...letter, letter...” He plucked out a paper and scanned it quickly. “Right, yes of course, Constable Marshall. You’ve come about Jonah Pastern.” He frowned. “You’re from the Hertfordshire constabulary. The police force. Not the justiciary?”

“No. I worked with the justiciary on his case.” The word came out so easily now, considering how shocking it had been to learn it just a few months ago. The justiciary. Secret policemen, bringing law to secret people.

“Right, yes, yes. Hertfordshire. You were the people who let him go.”

Ben’s jaw tightened. “He escaped.”

“Yes, well, he does that.” Janossi’s frown deepened. He put the paper down. “Constable, are you working with the Metropolitan Police on this?”

“No,” Ben admitted, with reluctance. This was one of the sticking points he’d feared. If the London justiciary simply directed him to the Met, this whole thing would be a waste of time. As if his time could be wasted. “I’m here on behalf of Hertfordshire. We lost him, we’d like to find him.”

Janossi blinked. “You’re trying to pick Pastern up because he escaped from custody?”

“Yes.” Obviously. As he’d written.

“Because he escaped last October?”

“Yes, last October. He’s still missing and we still want him back.”

Janossi’s face had settled into what looked like a habitual scowl. “Do you even know what happened this winter?”

Ben gritted his teeth. “If there’s something I should know, Mr. Janossi, please tell me.”

“Pastern? The Met? Dead policemen? You don’t know, do you? For God’s sake.” Janossi sounded utterly exasperated. “I’d have thought it might have occurred to somebody to put the word out.”

Ben bit back the urge to shout at him. “What, exactly, are you talking about?”

“Oh Lord.” Janossi sat back, shoulders dropping. “We had a problem here, Constable. A criminal gang, made up of practitioners. You know what that means?”

“Magicians.” He’d seen it, seen them at work, but the word still sounded extraordinary. “People who can do...things.”

“We have certain powers, yes.” Janossi looked rather uncomfortable. “Anyway there were four of them. Jonah Pastern was one.”

“Pastern in a gang,” Ben repeated. “Of thieves?”

“Oh, thieves would have been marvellous.” Janossi made a face. “No. They had...complicated aims.” He waved a hand. “Doesn’t matter now. It’s been dealt with. But on the way, they killed—murdered—four police officers. Two retired, two serving.”

Ben swallowed, trying to keep the movement unobtrusive, but his throat had tightened to the point that it felt difficult to breathe. “Four officers.”

“One of them was the officer who liaised with the justiciary. Inspector Rickaby, he was called. They ripped him in half, tore his head open. We couldn’t let his wife and children see the body.”

Ben stared at the man. “How?”

“Practitioners can do things like that. That’s why we have the justiciary, to try and stop them.” Janossi grimaced at Ben’s expression. “It was an appalling business, and the Met are—well, angry doesn’t begin to describe it. Four murdered coppers, and nobody even arrested for it, let alone convicted.”

“The gang got away?” Ben asked. He was distantly surprised by the steadiness of his own voice.

“Pastern got away. The other three died, which was the best thing for it, but the Met weren’t happy. They want a culprit, someone to stand trial for murder. That’s Pastern or no one, now.”

Murder. Jonah Pastern, a murderer.

“Why haven’t you got him then?” Ben asked. “Four police officers—why’s he still at large?” He welcomed the anger that rose through him. “Why hasn’t he been caught yet? Why aren’t you going after him?”

“Yes, well, it’s not quite that easy. For one thing, we don’t know where he is, and for another—do you know what he can do?”

“He walks on the air,” Ben said. “I saw him do it.”

“Saw him, and lost him. You’ll know as well as we do how hard it is to keep hold of the swine. We’ve a windwalker of our own on the justiciary, which should give us a chance of catching him if we find him, but we can’t just keep her hanging around on rooftops, when for all anyone knows Pastern’s in Glasgow or Dover or Constantinople.” Janossi shrugged. “We’re under pressure here, Constable. Not enough experienced justiciars, one of our most senior people off active duty and another retiring next month. We don’t have the manpower to go hunting Pastern, and that’s all there is to it. If you want to assist the Met, or look for him at your own risk, be my guest. If you find him, let me know, and we’ll come and get him for you. But I’ll tell you now, if we do that, we’ll give him to the Met, not back to Herts. Dead policemen outweigh an escape from custody.”

“Good. He can go to the Met, and the gallows. He deserves it.” Ben’s voice didn’t sound quite like his own, but there was no doubt in his heart. There was nothing in his heart but dull, scouring disgust. Nothing at all.

“It’s a bit more complicated than that, I’m afraid,” Janossi said. “I didn’t work on the case myself, but as I recall— Oh, just a minute, there’s Mrs. Gold. She’ll know. Mrs. Gold! Do you have a moment?”

Ben twisted round at Janossi’s cry. He was sure he’d shut the door behind him, and it was indeed closed. There was no aperture or window in the door to see through, but as he looked, it opened, and a dark-haired woman in an advanced state of pregnancy plodded in, heavy-footed. Ben leapt up with automatic courtesy. The woman didn’t seem to notice him.

“You called, Joss?”

“Can I have a minute? It’s about Jonah Pastern.”

Mrs. Gold made a face of loathing and took the chair, seating herself with heavy care. Ben hovered awkwardly.

“This is Constable, um, from Hertfordshire,” Janossi said. “He worked with Miss Nodder’s justiciary up there, on Pastern.”

Mrs. Gold cocked her head to look up. “Oh, yes. You were the people who lost him in that farcical manner. Thank you so much. We had the obnoxious little gadfly making bad worse all through December because of that. I hope you’re here to redeem your force’s blunder.”

Ben hadn’t had a woman speak to him like that since he’d left dame school. He had no idea what to say to that chilly voice, but apparently his spine knew exactly how to react, because he found he was standing very straight, head up and staring ahead.

She didn’t seem to expect a reply, turning back to Janossi. “What about Pastern?”

“Well, I haven’t really looked into the case. I did know the constable was coming, but the files are somewhere in Mr. Day’s office, probably, and—”

“Say no more,” Mrs. Gold told him. “When we bid farewell to Steph, I’m going to throw a lighted match in there and seal the door. I might not even wait for him to leave. What do you need to know?”

“Where to start looking for him,” Ben said.

“How dangerous he is,” Janossi added. “And what his role was in that business. It wasn’t him who killed the policemen, was it?”

Mrs. Gold glanced between the two men, considering. “In reverse order. Pastern was a minor part of a major conspiracy. He committed a series of thefts and deliberately implicated an innocent woman, and he was accessory to murder. How dangerous he is...I don’t know. He seems to be quite without morals, and I shouldn’t wish to see an innocent standing between him and something he wanted. Are you all right, Constable?”

Her dark eyes were locked on Ben’s, her nose flaring slightly in concentration. He swallowed. “Yes, ma’am. Go on.”

“Where to look. Well, if I knew that, I’d go and get him myself. Not myself, Joss,” she added impatiently, as Janossi’s mouth opened. “I would tell you to do it, because I’m only allowed to waddle the corridors like an overstuffed goose, poking my beak into things.”

“Three more months,” Janossi murmured, voice soothing.

Ben blinked at that—the woman looked huge to his inexpert eye. He didn’t think he’d done anything but blink, but she glanced up at him, and said, “Twins. Anyway. We have no idea if Pastern’s still in London, but if he is, where I would look, if I was allowed to do anything and if we weren’t overstretched to the point of madness, and if I felt he wouldn’t simply flee on sight, is places like Holywell Street, Piccadilly, Cleveland Street. The men’s meeting places.”

Ben was no expert on London, but he knew what that litany of names meant, and he could feel the colour heating his face. Janossi had also gone red. Mrs. Gold looked between them, unembarrassed. “Well, that’s one thing we know about Pastern for certain, he’s that way. Enthusiastically, I’m told. Isn’t that how he got away from your lot, Constable? Seduced the arresting officer?”

Janossi gave a crack of laughter. Ben managed a stiff nod.

“So I’d start in those places, for lack of anywhere else. But as I said, I can’t guarantee he’s still in London at all, and if he is, he’s lying low. If you do find him, Constable, don’t try to take him in yourself. He’s reckless, reasonably powerful, and very slippery. I’d give you someone to work with, but we don’t have anyone to spare.”

“If we get him, what will we do?” Janossi asked her. “No point handing him to the Met if he gets away five minutes later. That’ll just irritate them.”

“Windwalkers.” Mrs. Gold pulled a face. “He’ll have to be hobbled. I expect we’ll cut the tendons in his calves. It’s about the only way to bring his sort down to earth.”

Janossi grimaced. “Saint won’t like that.”

“Yes, she will,” Mrs. Gold said. “Or perhaps she won’t, but she’s leaving us along with Steph, so be damned to her opinion. Good luck, Constable. Joss will make a list of places you can try looking. If you should snout anything out, come back to us rather than the Met, and we might even give you a fighting chance.”

Ben left Janossi and the Council not long afterwards. He had never wanted to leave a place so much. His head was throbbing with all he’d learned. He hadn’t eaten all day but the thought of food made his stomach roil; he would have liked a pint of ale, or more, but he could not bear to sit. He strode out instead, through the London streets, not knowing or caring where his legs took him.

Jonah, part of a criminal gang. Jonah hobbled, gaoled, unable to walk. Jonah, in some molly club, fucking other men. Enthusiastically.

Jonah, accessory to murder.

Bile rose in his throat and he almost retched, holding it back with an effort of will. The taste was sour in his mouth. He’d thought Jonah had stripped him of everything, had thought there was nothing more to lose, but he’d been wrong. There had been a few last precious memories, but they were falling around him in shards now, their painted shell cracking and peeling away to reveal the true rotten nature of the man.

He wanted to scream aloud, or to weep, or to pound his fist into that laughing mouth till it was broken and silenced for good. Treacherous, murderous Jonah had ruined his life, and that left Ben nothing but vengeance.

One year ago

It began in a discreet establishment in St. Albans.

The tiny cathedral city was not a place one might have expected to find a house of ill repute. That was all the better, so far as Ben was concerned. He needed to be far enough from his own town of Berkhamsted that he could feel reasonably sure he would not be recognised; he needed a place where every man present knew what he was after. No misunderstandings that led to cries of outrage and the summoning of the law.

He didn’t do this often. Perhaps four times a year, some way from home, with the utmost discretion. Just for the human contact, just for the knowledge that there were other men like him, just for the company.

Not just for the company. That was clearly not true.

As it happened, the company that night was poor. The inconspicuous little place was half-empty, and nobody who was there caught his eye in the least. Many of them tried, which would have been flattering in a different crowd. Ben was a powerfully built young man, and his square shoulders and serious expression evidently gave him some sort of appeal, but he was well aware that he had not been blessed with remarkable looks. He was an ordinary sort of fellow, and that was quite all right with him. He wasn’t here for much. Faceless fumbles with strangers or quick, shameful, hidden encounters in back alleys. That was what there was for him, and he didn’t waste much time bemoaning it. He controlled his appetites, indulged them now and again, arrested people at work, didn’t get arrested himself. It was his life, and it worked well enough.

Still, it would have been pleasant to meet someone to share a few words with.

He sighed and sipped his drink in the consciousness of an uninspiring evening to come. He would have another ale, and pick whoever looked the least likely to be poxed, and have his cock sucked in the alley outside, since it would be pointless not to bother having come this far, and that would be that for another few months. It was about as much as he could expect. He would have been a fool if he’d hoped for more.

The door opened. Ben looked up, and the foundations of his life began to crumble.

The man walked in with a light, athletic grace to his movements. He had black hair that looked windswept, and deep cobalt-blue eyes that sparkled like sapphires in the gaslight, and a wide, wicked mouth that seemed poised to smile. He glanced around, one quick, practised sweep of the room, and his gaze found Ben’s. Then he was over, pulling up a chair without asking permission, the quick-dawning smile on his lips fulfilling all their promise.

“I’m Jonah,” he said. “You look nice.”

Ben stared, too amazed to speak. He was vaguely astonished that every other man in the room wasn’t staring. He didn’t think he could have borne it if Jonah had gone to another table.

Jonah’s smile widened. “Do you have a name?”

“Yes,” Ben agreed, and a moment later, “That is, it’s Ben. Benedict. Ben.”

“Ben. Good evening, Ben. I’ve been looking for you.”

“Me?”

Jonah cocked his head to the side, birdlike. “I think so. Don’t you?”

“Would you like a drink?” Ben blurted.

“But I don’t want you to go all the way to the bar,” Jonah pointed out. Ben pushed over his pewter mug without hesitation, and Jonah turned it before he drank, so that his lips rested where Ben’s had touched, sharing the ale in a kiss by proxy.

He was sucking Ben in the alley no more than fifteen minutes later. Ben would have done it for him, would have done anything he was asked, but Jonah had gone to his knees without hesitation, those deep eyes sparkling up. His mouth proved as clever and generous as it looked, taking Ben down with gleeful enjoyment. Ben gripped his hair with both hands and came absurdly quickly, so fast that the tremors of pleasure were shot through with both embarrassment at his eagerness and horror that this might be over already. He looked down, appalled at the thought, as Jonah wiped his lips, but the glorious smile held no mockery.

“Did you need that?”

“I needed you,” Ben said, surprising himself, and was delighted to see Jonah’s smile widen. “Can I...?” He reached out.

Jonah took his hand, rising gracefully from the dusty, dirty ground. “Oh, yes, you can. But could we go somewhere more comfortable?”

Then he had Ben by the hand, pulling him along, both of them laughing, even when Jonah had to release him as they came to the street, for the sake of discretion. He followed Jonah, and found himself in a small room in a cheap boarding house that didn’t ask questions, and what he’d feared would be a dry, wasted night had been filled with stars.

There was no guilt, no hurry, no shame, nothing rough. Instead it was a whispery, almost giggly exploration of each other, as though they were schoolboys, as though it were the first time. They played each other for hours, taking turns with hands and mouths, stopping to murmur their incredulity at their good fortune: that you were waiting there, for me. That you came in just then, to me. That Ben might have gone to another town or Jonah to another pub. They both shuddered at the thought, and laughed because it hadn’t happened. And they kissed as well, at absurd length, for minutes at a time. Ben hadn’t known much kissing before, hadn’t met many men he’d wanted to kiss, but Jonah was made for it. Everything about his mouth was perfect, whether smiling or sucking, kissing or chattering, and Ben lost himself more deeply in wonder every moment.

They lay there till the morning, Ben accepting Jonah’s assurance that it was safe here with blithe, unquestioning confidence. Jonah was charmed.

But he had to go at last, as dawn came, back to his duties, and Jonah kissed him goodbye with a cheerful, almost cocky grin. There could be nothing more, Ben knew that, and what they’d shared had been something that he would treasure as a memory through lonely years to come. But he still felt an absurd shiver of pain that Jonah’s farewell could be so lighthearted, because somewhere in the depths of his solitude, he had wanted to cry at the parting.

Six days passed. The bittersweet pang of that careless smile didn’t fade with time, its bee-sting sharpness always there, tainting the memory of the most joyful night of Ben’s life. And then, the next weekend as he patrolled the quiet streets of Berkhamsted, someone fell into step with him.

“Good morning,” Jonah said, at his side. “You didn’t tell me you were a policeman.”

Ben turned and stared, an instinctive fear dawning—blackmail? threats?—but Jonah was smiling, with mischief in his eyes as he murmured, “That explains how you’re so good with your truncheon,” and Ben found he was smiling unstoppably back.

“What are you doing here?”

“Well, I came to find you, of course.” Jonah grinned at him. He was a couple of inches shorter than Ben and only a little less broad, with an acrobat’s build, powerful in the shoulders, narrower in the hips, compact muscle worn lightly. He sported a rather dandyish waistcoat of bright pattern, over the chest that Ben had stroked and kissed. The thought of that, the taste of Jonah’s skin, came on Ben like a physical touch, and he could barely muster the saliva in his dry mouth to reply.

“Find me?”

“I missed you,” Jonah said.

“I missed you,” Ben returned, because it was absurdly true.

“I didn’t want you to go. I know you had to, but I didn’t want you to. So”—Jonah looked uncertain, but his eyes were bright—“I thought I’d come after you.”

“How did you know where I was?”

“I went through your pockets.” Jonah gave him a blinding smile, and Ben laughed, first because he didn’t believe it, and then because Jonah was laughing back at him, and the joy bubbled up like a spring.

After that it was easy. Everything was easy with Jonah.

“I’ve taken a cottage,” he said, naming a little side street off Cross Oak Road. “Very quiet. Two bedrooms. I need a friend to share the costs.” It was as simple as that. Ben told his landlady he’d be sharing his friend’s expenses, and put his few possessions in a cart, and they were there, together.
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Chapter Two
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Now

Ben spent a week learning London’s meeting-places for men’s men. He had no idea if Jonah would frequent these places, if he would prefer the glittering lights of the Alhambra and the Criterion bar, or the smaller, discreet private houses. He was sure Jonah wasn’t paying for company. He would be on the trolling grounds of Hyde Park or Piccadilly, meeting or being met, and he would know the sort of place where two fellows could take a room with no questions asked.

All that assuming he was here, and that he hadn’t taken another lover, found himself another victim.

Grimly, without pleasure, Ben made himself acquainted with the ways of London’s underworld. He began to recognise faces, and attracted some attention himself. It seemed ludicrous: he knew he was nothing out of the ordinary, nothing that a man like Jonah would have looked at twice without an ulterior motive. But evidently something in the line of his mouth and the set of his shoulders made him seem the sort of man who hurt people, and there were men who liked to be hurt. He let a well-dressed dandy suck him in the shadows of Hyde Park one night, and pulled the man’s hair till tears came to his eyes because that seemed to be what the fellow wanted. It wasn’t what Ben wanted.

“A dark-haired man,” he repeated, whenever he judged it right to ask. “Deep blue eyes. Five foot eight. He laughs, all the time. No, I’m not a copper. I just have to find him.”

Most of the men he asked weren’t helpful. They didn’t know Jonah, or if they did they weren’t inclined to hand him over to someone with so much roiling anger. He found nothing, and after a week the policemen who patrolled the edges of the dark areas started to recognise him.

That was a problem. The new law meant that he could be arrested on suspicion of soliciting, and gaoled for what the police thought he might do. He had vaguely hoped to obtain some sort of documentation, something he could use to prove his purpose in the search, but he had forgotten to ask Janossi for credentials in his shock at what he’d learned. He could go back, he supposed, or even approach the Met, but it seemed like tempting fate.

He asked a couple of men about discreet houses where one could take rooms for the night. That led to several predictable misunderstandings and some ruffled feathers. It didn’t take him anywhere near his quarry.

Nine days after his search began, he saw Jonah in the street.

This was a warm March, but there was still a chill in the air come the evening. Ben was walking up Newman Street as the clocks chimed eight, heading for Cleveland Street. He had been too long in Piccadilly that day, and a policeman had moved towards him. Ben, familiar with the signs of a constable with questions to ask, had ducked into a crowd and made himself scarce, which meant going further afield. He had not wanted to spend any more time in Soho, looking at empty eyes with their febrile glitter of meaningless pleasure in the dark, so he headed up northwards, simply to be somewhere else, and saw him.

The man was several yards ahead, so Ben could only see his back in the crowd, but there was no mistake, no hesitation. Jonah’s graceful stroll was embedded in his memory, and Ben’s lungs constricted at the sight. For an insane moment he wanted to cry a greeting, to call out, to have Jonah turn and smile and leap into his arms. Then he remembered, and it hurt all over again.

He caught up with rapid, quiet strides. Jonah was in no hurry, it seemed. He didn’t look round. Ben wondered what to do—force him into an alley? Accost him in the street? What powers could the man call on?

Jonah crossed the road, turning into Cleveland Street, and headed for Runciman’s. Ben had heard of that one. Another of the endless “discreet establishments”, it offered drink and like-minded company, and a set of upstairs rooms for those taking advantage of their like minds. Like Jonah, the whore, scratching his itch in some filthy brothel without a thought for the lover he’d destroyed. A man jerked sideways, passing him, and Ben realised he’d snarled aloud.

Jonah was trotting up the steps. Ben followed, tipping the doorman one of his last, precious shillings for the privilege of entry. He couldn’t lose Jonah now.

Inside, the evening was only just underway. The room was lit with gas and candles, hung with glittering gilt-framed mirrors. It was all men in here, some in evening dress, a couple in bright uniforms they might or might not have been entitled to wear. And in the middle, Jonah, heading for the bar.

Ben waited while he ordered his drink, watching the barman laugh at something he’d said with what looked like more than professional interest, and stepped forward as Jonah turned, holding a glass of gin. He still wore the remains of his smile to the barman. His gaze fell on Ben, and for a bright, glorious second that smile widened into pure joy. It dropped away as soon as it had come, and Jonah stood with parted lips, quite still.

“Good evening, Jonah.” Ben took another step forward.

Jonah’s eyes darted from side to side, as though looking for escape. His lips drew into a hesitant smile. “Ben.”

He looked different, somehow. Maybe that was because Ben’s infatuation was over, or an effect of the light, but he seemed to have lost some of that brilliant sparkle. He seemed tired. And his hair—

“What happened to your hair?” Ben demanded, and cursed himself. Of all the things he’d meant to say, that was not one.

Jonah’s hand went up to the thick white streak that zigzagged through his black locks on one side. That had not been there before. “God, isn’t it awful.” He sounded distracted, like an actor playing the part of Jonah Pastern, and not well. “It wasn’t my idea. I had the most appalling winter—”

“No,” Ben said. “You didn’t.”

Jonah stared at him, and Ben could imagine what he saw. The new scar on his temple, a ragged crescent shape scored by broken glass, sewn up with rough stitches. His body marked by hard, forced physical labour, and made leaner by living hand to mouth, husbanding his meagre savings and earnings. His cheap clothing stained by London dust and grime, already worn and fraying thin. The shabby, gaol-marked shadow of a decent man.

Jonah raised the glass of gin to his lips with a hand that shook, and spilled the clear liquor down his chin. He didn’t wipe it off. A single viscous droplet hung from the fingers that held the glass, ignored. All the while his deep blue eyes were locked on Ben’s gaze.

“Upstairs,” Ben told him. “Now.”

Jonah put down his glass and went without a word, walking quickly, then almost running, speaking urgently to a doorman who allowed them entrance to the back half of the house, and pointed with a murmur. Ben came after, feeling the blood rising.

Jonah led them up three flights of stairs, into a small room and lit the gas as Ben shut the door. A large metal-framed bed, with a worn sheet spread over it, stains evident in the dim light. A table bearing a ewer, a towel and a half-full bottle of oil. Nothing else but the smell of sweat and semen from previous customers.

Jonah turned to face him, eyes wide and dark in the dim light. “It’s not very gracious, but—” he began, and Ben punched him in the mouth.

Jonah went down hard, stumbling backwards, and fell onto the bed, clutching his face. Ben was on him at once. He planted his fist in Jonah’s stomach, punching down viciously, and as his target doubled over, Ben grabbed his wrist and dragged it to the bedframe. He had been carrying a set of iron cuffs on his belt since he started looking, just for this. He had planned it.

The cuff snapped on to Jonah’s wrist, the other clicked over the iron rail of the bedframe, and that was him caught.

Jonah looked up, gasping for breath, mouth wet and red and open, making no effort to move or fight. He was sprawled half on the bed, knees on the floor, and Ben stood over him, and felt the slow burn of something dark and needy rise within.

“You shit. You bastard. But I’ve got you now.”

“Ben.” Jonah’s tongue darted over his split lip. “Please.”

“Please what? Please what?” Ben’s fingers were clenching. “You destroyed me. You ruined me. I did ten weeks, you fucking coward, while you ran away.”

“Oh God.” It was a whimper. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”

“Ten weeks’ gaol, with hard labour. Dishonourably discharged from the force. My parents—” He bent and grabbed Jonah’s collar, twisting the cloth tight as he pulled the man up by the neck. “I’m going to make you pay for what you did, you treacherous shit. Give you to the Met, watch them hobble you and gaol you. I hope every minute you serve is as bad as my time was. Oh, but you’re a murderer now, aren’t you? I hope you hang.”

Jonah wheezed, trying to speak, turning red. Ben let go, and he thumped back on the bed, sucking in air. “Not,” he managed. “I didn’t kill anyone, I swear.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





