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				Jack Lark has come a long way since his days as a gin palace pot boy. But can he surrender the thrill of freedom to return home?

				London, 1859. After years fighting for Queen and country, Jack walks back into his mother’s East End gin palace a changed man. Haunted by the horrors of battle, and the constant fight for survival, he longs for a life to call his own. But the city – and its people – has altered almost beyond recognition, and Jack cannot see a place for himself there.

				A desperate moment leaves him indebted to the Devil – intelligence officer Major John Ballard, who once again leads Jack to the battlefield with a task he can’t refuse. He tried to deny being a soldier once. He won’t make the same mistake again.

				Europe is about to go to war. Jack Lark will march with them.
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				‘Collard . . . evokes the horror of that era with great brio. Enthralling’ The Times
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				‘I love a writer who wears his history lightly enough for the story he’s telling to blaze across the pages like this. Jack Lark is an unforgettable new hero’ Anthony Riches
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				[image: Chapterheads.pdf]

				arrack native liquor/spirit

				Buffs nickname for the 3rd (East Kent) Regiment of Foot

				bundook slang for a rifle or musket

				chechia brimless cap with a tassel, similar to a fez

				chokey cholera

				costermonger man who sells produce such as fish, fruit or vegetables from a barrow or basket

				en échiquier French military tactic where infantry units advance as if each was on a separate square of a chessboard

				furlough period of leave from the army

				hawa khana to take the air (Urdu)

				kepi military cap with a flat circular top and visor

				macadam road surface made of tiny granite stones

				munshi language teacher

				pandy colloquial name for sepoy mutineers, derived from the name of Mangal Pandey of the 34th Bengal Native Infantry

				particular London fog

				patterer street vendor who sells their wares with speeches that have little regard for either truth or propriety

				poker knife or sword

				rhino money, cash

				rookery city slum

				Rupert slang for a British officer

				sapeur de génie French soldier of engineers

				shako military cap in the shape of a cone, with a peak, worn with a short coloured plume

				tin money, cash

				Uhlans Austrian light cavalry armed with lances

				walk the chalk withdraw, go away

				Zouaves French infantry unit famous for colourful uniform
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				London, March 1859

				The alleyway stank to high heaven. The remains of a dead dog lay beside the officer’s boots, its rotten corpse bloated and stinking. The stench rose up, the fetid miasma catching at the back of his throat, so he spat, scouring the bitterness from his mouth. The stink of the rookeries had not changed in the years he had been away.

				He pulled his greatcoat a little tighter around him, then stepped over the matted fur of the dead dog. The streets far from London’s more fashionable areas were familiar to him, despite the fact that he had not been there for nigh on a decade. The mean back-to-back houses of the slums were still pressed cheek by jowl. The same angry shouts of frustration came from the souls incarcerated within, the screams of their babies stirring memories of the place he had left so many years before.

				He had long thought about this moment, the dream of his return sustaining him during his first weeks and months in the Queen’s army. He had been forced to leave this place, a brutal fight denying him the right to live under his mother’s roof. The army had taken him in. It had clothed him and fed him. It had trained him to be a redcoat, a killer of the Queen’s many enemies, and it had given him a home when no one else would. Now he was back wearing the uniform of a captain in the 3rd Regiment of Foot. He was no longer the unwanted son, the boy who just wanted to be man. He was an officer, a man of station and importance. Or at least he was dressed as one.

				The officer pressed on. He stuck to the alleyways; the narrow spaces that ran behind the tight rows of squalid housing. The main streets would be busy this close to dinnertime. The match sellers and the patterers would be working the crowd, and the costermongers would be looking to clear away the last of the day’s stock from their barrows before they turned in for the night. The officer did not want the attention that he knew his presence would attract. The eager men, women and children who worked the streets of Whitechapel were certain to be keen to see him part with the shillings in his pockets, either willingly or not.

				A young boy came rushing in the opposite direction. He was moving fast, his small feet sure and steady, his arms pumping hard as he ran. He only spotted the tall figure in the greatcoat at the last moment, and he skidded to a halt, his eyes darting this way and that as he tried to find a way past.

				‘’Scuse me, mister.’

				The officer smiled. He had spotted the boy’s clenched fist, and could smell the aroma of the small meat pie even over the pungent stink of the alley. He fished in a pocket to pull out a coin before offering it up like a conjuror seeking to amaze his audience.

				‘You want to earn a sixpence, lad?’

				The boy’s face creased into a scowl. He could not have been more than ten years old, but he knew enough to be wary of gentlemen who hid in the shadows and flashed their money at small boys.

				The officer saw the boy’s expression. He wanted to laugh, but he kept his humour contained, just as he hid all his emotions away. ‘Stand easy, lad. I’ve got a question, that’s all.’

				The look of suspicion did not change.

				‘The Counting House, do you know it?’

				The boy bit his lip. His eyes were fixed on the sixpence.

				The officer lifted the coin higher, further from the boy’s reach. ‘Do you know it?’ he repeated.

				The boy nodded, his scowl deepening as he realised he could not snatch the coin and escape.

				‘Who runs the place these days?’

				‘Old Maggie, of course.’ The boy’s answer was quick, his scorn at such a foolish question obvious.

				‘Maggie Lampkin?’ The officer lowered the coin a fraction.

				‘Course. It has always been her place.’

				‘What about her old man? Is he still there?’

				‘You said one question.’ The boy’s eyes narrowed. ‘Two questions cost a shilling.’

				The officer could not help but smile. ‘For a shilling, I’d want you to take me there.’

				The boy flashed a smile of his own. He had never spent a single day at school, but he knew how to tally a man’s worth. ‘You lost, mister?’

				‘No.’

				‘Then why’d you want me to walk you?’

				‘Maybe I just want the company.’ The officer watched the boy closely. It did not feel so long ago that it had been him filching meat pies from old Bartholomew’s barrow.

				‘I ain’t that kind of boy, mister.’

				The officer’s hand moved quicker than the boy’s eyes could track. It cuffed him around the ear, the blow short and sharp. ‘Shut your filthy muzzle.’

				The boy lifted his chin to show the blow had not hurt. ‘So what’s your name, mister?’

				The officer snorted. ‘The going rate appears to be sixpence for a question, a shilling for two.’

				The boy laughed. The sound came quick and easy. ‘Fair enough.’ This time it was his hand that moved fast, the purloined pie slipped into a pocket. ‘I’ll take you to the ginny.’ He looked the officer in the eye. ‘For that shilling of yours.’

				The officer flicked the sixpence at his new guide. ‘I don’t want any trouble. You get me there nice and quiet and I might be inclined to be generous.’

				The boy snatched the coin out of the air, making it disappear within the span of a single heartbeat. He contemplated the officer, his eyes narrowing as he assessed the options.

				The officer saw it all. He raised a hand and pointed down the alley. ‘Now walk your chalk. I’ll follow you. And if you run, I’ll come after you.’

				‘I won’t peg it, mister.’ The boy’s fleeting smile hid the notion that he had been thinking of doing exactly that. ‘I want your other sixpence.’

				The officer did not respond to the choice reply. He waited for the boy to do as he had been instructed.

				The boy took one last look at the scarred face and the hard grey eyes. The officer did not appear to be the sort to take kindly to being disobeyed, so he turned and set off down the alleyway.

				The officer followed. He did not need the boy to show him the way, but he had not lied when he had said he wanted the company. He knew the paths he had to follow, but not who waited around the next corner. The boy would. The officer did not fear footpads; he had killed too many men for that. But he did not want to return here as a killer. There would be time enough to reveal his bitter talents, the skills that had kept him alive on the battlefields of the Crimea, Persia and India. For now, he wanted nothing more than to find out if he had a place that he could finally call home.

				The officer held back as they emerged from the alley. The light was fading, but the three pairs of gas lamps on the wall of the gin palace burned brightly enough to cast a glow for yards in all directions. The blue-tinged light played across the display of gilded rosettes and sconces on the palace’s garish facade, the gilt burners a beacon that summoned the thirsty congregation to their worship.

				He stared at the great plate-glass window decorated with the image of a giant sun. He remembered the day the glass had arrived, the crowd that had gathered as the ancient windows were hacked out and replaced by the single glittering sheet. He savoured the memory, the glory of that day shimmering through the years. He had been proud then. Proud of his status, his position in the dark society of the rookery assured by his mother’s ownership of the one place that offered the locals a respite from the never-ending drudgery of their sorry existence.

				Yet that pride had not been his to savour. It had faded fast, quicker even than the purple and yellow bruises that marked his flesh as his mother’s old man demonstrated just who owned what. He had not felt the same pride again until the day he had first pulled the heavy woollen red coat of a soldier on to his shoulders.

				‘Come on, mister. What you waiting for?’ The boy turned to shake his head at the rum cove with the ready supply of tin. ‘There it is. I saw you right, didn’t I just.’ The palm was held out. ‘I reckon that’s sixpence you owe me.’

				The officer dipped a hand into the pocket of his greatcoat, then flipped out another coin. ‘Easy money.’

				This coin too disappeared quickly. ‘You want me to wait to get you back to a cab?’

				The officer smiled. ‘No.’

				‘Staying for a bit, are you?’ The boy smirked. He knew why men of a respectable kind would go out of their way to visit a back-street gin palace.

				‘Perhaps.’ The officer knew what raised the boy’s smile. ‘Does Mary still work there?’

				The smile was gone. The scowl that replaced it was fierce. ‘She works there, but not like that. And she’s too good for the likes of you.’

				The officer was surprised by the strength of the reaction. He had once believed he had loved this girl called Mary. She had been a rare beauty, the kind that men would pay dearly for the right to be in her bed for an hour or two. The officer had never been granted such a delight, but the notion still sparked an itch in his groin that even nine years away had been unable to extinguish.

				He looked at the boy carefully. ‘What does she do now?’

				The chin lifted. ‘She helps Maggie run the place. Looks after it herself at times too.’

				The officer took the news in. He wondered what else had changed in the years he had been away.

				The boy sniffed, then wiped his nose on the cuff of his grey flannel shirt. ‘You want anything else, mister? I know a place that might suit you better. It ain’t far.’

				‘No.’ The officer shivered. He felt the first fluttering of nervousness deep in his gut. It was like the moment before battle, the quiet time when the bravado stopped and each man was left alone with his fear. Angry at his reaction, he hid his emotions and stepped forward, the boy forgotten, making for the door that announced entry to the Counting House, the words etched deep into a plate of ground glass.

				The air inside was thick with pipe smoke, and the stench of overripe bodies caught in his throat. The smell had not changed. The stink of piss and gin was just as he remembered.

				His boots scuffed the sawdust spread on the floor. It needed changing; the scarred and stained floorboards were visible in wide patches. He ran his eyes around the room, the memories surging through him in a great unstoppable wave.

				The early-evening crowd filled the place, men, women and children standing in docile lines as they waited for their turn at the great slab of mahogany that stretched across the far side of the room. He knew no one there, but the faces were just as he remembered, the same sea of sad, careworn expressions, passive in the expectation of relief.

				He glanced behind the mahogany bar, his eyes roving over the complex arrangement of spiral brass pipes that led from a series of barrels lining the wall to a line of spirit taps that bore the names of the various brews. ‘The Out and Out’, ‘The No Mistake’, ‘The Bairn’s Favourite’, ‘The True Spirit’, ‘The Sit-Me-Down’; the bold names, and their even bolder claims, made him smile. He remembered the great vat in the yard behind the palace where the gin was watered down before it was fed into the barrels, the brew the same no matter what fanciful name it took.

				‘Billy! Where the devil have you been?’ The question was snapped out, the voice shrill and carrying easily over the chatter of the palace’s patrons.

				The officer started. He looked for the owner of the voice, a cold surge of nervous anticipation churning in his gut.

				‘Come here, you little scamp. I should tan your bleeding backside. You’re late like bloody always.’

				The officer was buffeted as the boy who had guided him to the palace pushed past.

				‘I’m here now, Maggie. I’ve been working.’

				The officer noticed the approving smiles on the faces of the crowd, the boy’s bold retort earning their approval. More than one hand reached out to ruffle his hair as he worked a seam, his passage to the bar made easy as men and women stepped out of his way.

				‘My eye, working, is it? You should’ve been working here, you little tyke.’

				The officer scanned across the heads of the crowd, searching for the woman who had called to the boy, and whose voice had sent a shiver running down his spine.

				‘I’m here now, Maggie, so don’t you fret; at your age it could be the death of you.’ The boy beamed at the crowd’s reaction, nodding at the smiles and winking at one of the girls in red stockings sitting on a stool near the fireplace. He stuck his thumbs under the lapels of his worn worsted jacket, his narrow chest puffed out. ‘Where d’you want me?’

				‘There’s piss in the parlour. Mop it up, there’s a darling.’

				The crowd chuckled. The palace’s customers formed a willing audience to the show put on by the cocky lad and the loud bawd behind the counter. It was what they came for almost as much as the thin gin they bought by the pennyworth, the bright lights and the spectacle a relief from the dour greyness of their lives.

				The officer did not join in. He hung back, his greatcoat wrapped tight around him, the fabulous scarlet of his uniform covered and his tall black shako pulled low over his eyes. He kept his face hidden. His own mother would not recognise him.

				‘Good evening, sir!’ The woman the boy had addressed as Maggie spied the stranger’s presence in her place. He was a head taller than most in the room and he stood out like a fox in a henhouse. ‘There’s a good seat in the parlour for a fine gentleman like you. No need to wait with this lot of sorry sods.’

				The officer locked his eyes on the owner of the loud, hectoring voice as the crowd laughed off her insult. She was barely tall enough to see over the bar. The hair piled high on her head might once have been a fiery red, but now there was more grey than ginger. It sat like a pale and ancient cat above a florid jowly face with lips rouged to a bright red.

				‘Make way for the gentleman, you lazy buggers,’ Maggie ordered. There were stares, and a fair few scowls, from the locals, who were immediately suspicious of a stranger. ‘Make way, I say.’

				The officer moved forward, towards the bar.

				‘The parlour, my love, it’s just behind you on the right. That’s the place for a fine gentleman like you. Young Billy here will come to see to you when you’re settled.’

				The officer paid the direction no heed. He moved closer, studying the woman’s face. Unlike the palace, she had changed. Flesh and spirit had been eroded in a way carved wood and glass could never be. Yet the light in the puffy grey eyes was unaltered by the passage of time.

				‘Oh, you’re a thirsty fellow, are you?’ She shook her head, but still found a smile for the man who would pay at least triple the going rate for his drink. ‘What’ll it be then, sir? A touch of the good stuff for a fine gentleman like you, I shouldn’t wonder? Why, I think I’ve got a bottle or two with your name on it down here. Better stuff than I serve the likes of these miserable bastards!’

				The crowd reacted to their cue with mocking groans and hoots of disapproval.

				‘Hush, you lot. You knows your place!’ The woman laughed off their grunts and growls, her eyes coming to rest on the tall officer who now stood directly in front of the proprietor of the Counting House, the finest gin palace this side of Petticoat Lane.

				‘What’ll it be then, my love?’

				The officer could see the suspicion in the woman’s eyes. The slight flicker of fear as the stranger stayed silent.

				The room fell quiet as the question hung heavy without a reply.

				The officer pulled off his shako, his hand instinctively running through his close-cropped hair. He looked at the woman, whose eyes widened as she finally realised who had come back to her palace.

				He offered a thin smile. ‘Evening, Ma.’

				The palace’s owner stared back. Her mouth opened, but no sound came out.

				Jack Lark let the flaps of his army greatcoat fall open. The scarlet officer’s coatee was bright amidst the drab greys and browns around him. He had come a long way in the years he had been away. But now he was home.
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				‘Where did you get that bigger one?’

				Maggie’s hand traced the thick scar on her son’s left cheek. They sat together at one end of the table in the palace’s back room, a space usually reserved for gambling, or for dealing with private business that needed to be conducted away from the prying eyes of the customers. Jack’s greatcoat hung from a peg on the wall and his scarlet officer’s coatee was draped across the back of his chair. He had removed his sword, but his holstered revolver stayed on his hip, the familiar weight reassuring.

				‘Delhi.’

				‘Delhi! Where the hell is that when it’s at home?’

				‘It’s in India, Ma.’ The answer was given softly. Jack pulled away from her touch.

				His mother’s hand dropped. ‘Was there fighting there, then?’

				Jack shivered. He had been with the British soldiers when they first forced their way on to the ridge that overlooked the city of Delhi in the weeks after the native soldiers had mutinied against their white masters. He had still been there months later when the British finally launched an assault on the great city that had become the heart of the rebellion.

				His mother sat back, her hands retreating to her lap. ‘You look older.’

				‘So do you.’ Jack tasted a moment’s anger. He had not known what to expect when he finally completed the long journey that had started at a graveside outside Delhi all those months before, but now that the moment had finally arrived, he felt surprisingly little.

				‘It ain’t been easy.’

				There was awkwardness between them, the years a chasm that was not easily crossed.

				‘What about Lampkin?’ It was hard not to sneer as he named his former master. Jack had lived under the man’s sufferance, paying his board and lodging in work and in beatings. Until the day when he had fought back.

				His mother snorted. ‘He’s a dead’un. He passed a few months after you left.’ She was derisive. ‘He was never the same after you did him over. Of course, the stupid bugger wouldn’t admit it. He got in a fight with some fellows from down by the river. I don’t know what it was about. He died.’

				Jack remembered the fight that had led to his banishment. He remembered the young man who had fallen into Lampkin’s clutches, but he could not recall the lad’s name. Jack had arrived in time to attempt a rescue, but the fight had not been over the fate of a stranger. It had been coming ever since the day Lampkin arrived to claim the palace and its proprietor as his own.

				‘He never recovered. You hurt him bad that day, Jack.’

				‘He drew a knife.’

				‘And you beat him half to death for it.’

				Jack felt little as he absorbed the news. Death had been his constant companion for years. He had seen so many friends die; lost so many of those that he had foolishly allowed to come close. Against that, the fate of his former master meant nothing. ‘You chose him over me.’

				‘I couldn’t turf him out. Not after all he did for us.’

				‘For you.’

				‘For us. We wouldn’t have lasted a month after your fool of a father fucked off.’

				‘You still chose him over me at the end.’

				‘I had to.’ Her reply was cold. ‘I had no choice.’ The words were bitter. She reached out to take his hand.

				Jack was watching his mother closely. He had come to understand her better over the years. He had been almost a grown man when he had fought Lampkin. In the aftermath of the fight, he had made his mother choose between them and he had been the one discarded. Yet the life he had lived in the years he had been away had given him a different perspective to the one he had had that day. He knew he would not have stayed even if she had chosen him. He would have moved on, leaving his mother to face whatever fate had in store for her. Lampkin had been her choice. He was a vicious, bullying bastard, but he was her bastard and he would be there when her only son had long departed. Jack had forced her to choose, but he now knew that there had only been one option she could have taken.

				 ‘I know, and I survived.’ He felt uncomfortable under her touch. Her hand was cold, the skin dry and chafed. It was the hand of a woman who worked hard for her living.

				‘And look at you! You came good.’

				‘This isn’t real.’ He had decided on total honesty. He had left his lies back in India. ‘I stole it.’

				For the first time, his mother smiled. ‘You ain’t a Rupert?’

				‘No. Not a real one. I have been, though.’ Jack could not match her smile. He had been a British officer for a time. Or at least he had pretended to be one. He had stolen a rank far above his own, fighting in the Crimea as a charlatan captain, commanding a company of redcoats in the battle at the Alma river in the place of an officer who had died in the peace of the Kent countryside. ‘I was even a general once.’

				‘A general!’

				‘I served an Indian maharajah. I saved his son. He gave me the title as a reward.’ Jack could scarcely remember the months he had spent in the maharajah’s court. It was if the memory belonged to someone else.

				‘What about all those Indian princesses? If you was a general, they must have swooned at the very sight of you!’ His mother tried to tease him.

				Jack thought about the one Indian princess he had known. ‘No, they didn’t swoon, Ma.’

				‘There must have been a girl or two out there.’

				‘One or two.’

				‘No one special?’

				Jack found it hard to swallow. ‘No, Ma, no one special.’ He gave the lie badly. He felt the memories stir, the first tugs on the chains that kept them shackled in the shadows. He forced them away and steered the conversation back to his mother. ‘No one to replace Lampkin?’

				His mother’s laugh was short. ‘I’m an old woman, Jack.’

				‘An old woman with a palace.’

				‘Oh, men want that all right. They just don’t want me.’

				Jack saw a shadow flicker across her face.

				‘You’ve been a long way from home.’ His mother looked down, her eyes following one of the many cracks in the table.

				‘I’m back now.’ He could see that she was struggling to take it all in. He had a feeling that his words meant little; that his tale was barely registering. She looked up to stare at his face, searching it for something.

				‘So if you ain’t an officer, what are you?’

				‘I don’t know.’

				‘A runner?’

				‘No, I have my papers.’ Jack thought of Ballard, the intelligence officer he had served under during the campaign against the shah. His reward had been a set of discharge papers that had given him back his own name. He had fought at Delhi as himself, his experience of war the only qualification he had needed in the turmoil that had gripped the country in the months after the mutiny.

				‘So are you staying? Are you back for good?’

				‘I reckon.’ Jack was uncomfortable. His plan had been to return to the place where he had been brought up. He had not thought any further ahead than that. He had been an impostor and a thief, but now he had turned his back on all that. He no longer strove to be someone he was not, such ambition washed away by an ocean of blood. He didn’t need to prove he was better than the fools and wastrels allowed to become officers simply by virtue of their birth. He craved something far simpler yet infinitely harder to find. He wanted a place to call home.

				‘You can stay if you like?’ The offer was made with hesitation.

				‘I’d like that.’ Jack felt the tremble in his mother’s hands. He realised she wanted him back but had feared he would not stay. ‘So who helps you here?’

				His mother smiled. She had the answer she wanted. ‘Mary. She had a boy and I took her in. She works hard, bless her, I couldn’t manage without her. Since you left she’s become like a daughter to me. Now her boy helps out too. Did what you used to do. You met him tonight.’

				It was Jack’s turn to grin. The lad who had escorted him to the palace was Mary’s son. ‘He’s a fine lad.’

				‘He’s like you was. A little shit.’

				Jack grunted in acknowledgement of the barb. Yet he did not believe everything his mother had told him. Two women and a boy could not hold on to a gin palace. The rookeries did not work like that. ‘That’s all?’

				‘We get by.’

				‘What about the father of Mary’s nipper? Where’s he?’

				‘God alone knows.’ Jack’s mother did not shirk from the facts. Whores were ten-a-penny in Whitechapel. Mary’s story was hardly uncommon. Maggie offered a tight-lipped smile. ‘You always liked her.’

				‘She looked out for me.’ He could not resist the pointed comment. It had been Mary who had comforted him when he was alone, who he had gone to when the beatings were bad.

				‘You never did what you were told.’ His mother offered a thin smile at the memory. ‘You were always running off.’

				The memory stirred nothing in Jack’s heart. He tried to conjure an image from the past, but he found he could not do it. If he tried too hard to search his memories, he woke the faces of the dead that lived in the darkest recesses of his mind. He could not bear that, so he simply looked down at the table, his eyes roving across its scarred surface.

				‘Did the army teach you to obey orders?’

				‘For a bit.’ Jack looked up and saw his mother staring at him. He sensed she wanted him to reveal more of his past, but his cold reaction was keeping her at bay. ‘I wanted more than I was allowed.’

				Again the tight smile. ‘I ain’t surprised. You always wanted more, even if it meant taking a hiding from my old man. So you became a redcoat and then a thief?’

				Jack nodded. He had once thought of it in grander terms: a crusade to be the kind of officer the redcoats deserved, taking him to places he would never have believed possible. But such naive dreams meant nothing in war. ‘I was good at being a soldier.’ He revealed a little of his pride. It was all he had, the satisfaction at what he had become, the skills he had learned in battle the only true thing about him.

				‘But you came back here?’

				‘I had nowhere else to go.’

				‘Last knockings, are we?’ His mother tried to laugh, but the sound died away. She pulled her hand free.

				‘I wanted to come.’ His skin tingled, cold now the warmth of her hand was gone.

				‘I’m glad. You here to work?’

				‘I’ll help you. If you’ll have me.’

				For the first time his mother looked unsure. ‘Things are different now. We ain’t had no man here since John passed.’

				‘So how did you keep hold of the palace?’ Jack pressed her. His doubts returned. She was not telling him the whole story. An old woman, an ex-whore and a bastard child could not run something as fine as a gin palace by themselves.

				‘I pay.’

				Jack did not reply at first. He was not surprised. Protection gangs had always been around. Lampkin had had no need of them, for no one in the rookery would have been brave enough to take him on. But without him around, Maggie had been forced to look elsewhere for security. ‘How much?’

				‘Half of what we take.’

				Jack felt a flicker of temper. That was not protection. It was extortion. He watched his mother closely. She was not ashamed of her decision. She looked up and caught him studying her. She lifted her chin, her eyes narrowing slightly as she waited for him to challenge her.

				‘If I stay, you won’t need them any more.’ He kept his tone neutral. He would not pay the bastards. He had brought all the protection he needed. His hand slipped down to touch the hilt of his revolver. He had fought on the walls of Delhi, had defended the British cantonment at Bhundapur and ridden with the Bombay Lights at Khoosh-ab. He had no need of anyone else.

				‘They’re bad men, Jack.’

				His mother matched his tone. He noticed she did not try to change his mind. He was her son and she did not doubt him. He felt something stir deep within him.

				‘They do not know me.’ This time it was Jack who reached out. He took his mother’s hand and held it tight.

				‘Maggie!’ Mary’s son, Billy, poked his head around the door. His young face betrayed his fear. ‘Mr Shaw is here. He wants you. He’s clearing the place out.’

				Jack’s mother did not move. She stayed still, her eyes locked on to her son’s hand wrapped around her own.

				‘Is that him?’ asked Jack.

				Maggie nodded.

				‘Then I’ll give him the good news myself.’ He patted her hand then got to his feet. He flashed a smile at Billy. ‘You might want to stay back here, lad.’

				‘Why?’ The answer was quick. ‘You going to fight Mr Shaw?’ The boy did not look horrified by the idea.

				‘No. Least I don’t plan to.’

				Young Billy’s face fell. His eyes focused on the holstered revolver on Jack’s hip. ‘Can I take your gun for you?’

				‘No.’ Jack saw the boy’s eagerness ‘But if you don’t give me any shit for a week, I’ll teach you how to clean it.’

				‘Deal.’ The boy snapped the answer, then his face fell. ‘You might not be alive in a week.’

				Jack felt the stirrings of a smile. ‘Is this Mr Shaw that bad?’

				The boy bit his lip, then nodded.

				‘Well you had better take me to see this monster.’ He gestured at the door. ‘You go first, Ma. We don’t want to alarm Mr Shaw.’

				His mother rose to her feet and walked to the door, only pausing when she came level with her son. She looked up, her head tilted back as she studied his face.

				‘You know what you are doing, Jack?’

				‘No.’ Jack found his smile. ‘I never do.’

				His mother grinned back. ‘Well then. Let’s get this done.’ She turned and flapped a hand at young Billy. ‘Get on with you, you little scamp. Let’s go give Mr Shaw the happy news.’

				She bustled out. Jack let her go. His hand slipped to his holster, his fingers deftly undoing the buckle on the flap to free the revolver within. He had lied to his mother. He knew exactly what he was doing.
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				‘About time, Maggie. I don’t appreciate you keeping me waiting.’

				Jack heard the arrogant tone in the voice that greeted his mother as he followed her into the bar. The palace was empty. A single figure was leaning against the counter, whilst a much larger man stood by the door that led to the street. He saw the silhouettes of the crowd milling around on the far side of the plate-glass window, waiting to be allowed back inside the palace. The two men had cleared the customers away so that their business could be conducted in private

				‘Good evening, Mr Shaw.’

				There was fear in his mother’s voice. It brought him up short. He did not think he had ever heard her sound truly frightened before. She had always greeted the world with a laugh and a smile, her blarney as much of a draw as the watery gin she served.

				‘Who’s this?’

				Jack had been spotted. The man called Shaw stood straight, staring at him. His heavy coat flapped open, revealing the thick cudgel held on a string attached to his belt.

				‘He’s my son.’ Maggie walked behind the bar. Some of her former confidence seemed to return as she took her usual place. ‘You and your man want a nip of something?’

				Shaw nodded by way of reply. He kept his eyes locked on Jack. Behind him, the second man stayed by the palace’s door, cudgel in hand.

				Jack returned Shaw’s gaze calmly, but said nothing. He would let the other man play his hand first.

				Shaw fixed Jack with a slow smile. It did not reach his eyes. ‘What’s your name?’

				Still Jack said nothing. Shaw was a hard-looking man. His face was covered by a thin beard, and he bore three small scars in a row across one cheek. He stood an inch or two over six feet tall. Jack had noticed the way that he leaned against the bar with casual confidence, the kind that only came with the sure knowledge of being able to handle any man who came against him. He was a threatening fellow, and Jack understood his mother’s fear, even if he did not share it himself.

				Jack moved slowly, his eyes assessing the man by the door. He was big, but unlike Shaw, he did not have the build of a fighter. He was stout, with a large belly, and he carried a cudgel in his right hand, the thick foot-long oak shaft that was such a common weapon in the rookery. To Jack’s eye he did not look dangerous. Not like Shaw.

				Walking behind the bar, Jack took his place at his mother’s side. He kept his eyes fixed on Shaw the whole time. He sensed the simmering anger in the man’s gaze as his question remained unanswered.

				‘You know why I’m here, Maggie.’ Shaw shifted his attention to Jack’s mother.

				‘I’ve got your money, Mr Shaw. But by my tally you are a few days early.’ Jack’s mother placed a quart of gin in front of the man who had emptied her palace. She pushed another to the bar’s far side for Shaw’s henchman, who was watching on from his place by the door.

				‘No, you don’t have that right.’ Shaw slipped his pork pie hat from his head before placing it carefully on the counter. ‘I would never make a mistake like that. The money is due.’ The last sentence was delivered deadpan. Shaw’s eyes flickered back to Jack, who still stood beside his mother, his face impassive. ‘Are you going to stand there and stare at me all night, chum?’

				Jack did not deign to answer. He knew Shaw’s business well enough. Protection rackets had been going on as long as there had been men strong enough to deliver the threats that forced people like his mother to pay them. He did not recall Shaw from his time in the palace. When Lampkin had been master, there would have been no talk of protection, unless it had been his mother’s old man making the demands.

				‘Who the hell are you?’ He asked the question in a mild tone, keeping his eyes on Shaw as he pulled a glass from beneath the mahogany bar. He did not look down as he flicked a brass tap, snapping off a perfect measure that filled the glass to the brim.

				‘My, my.’ Shaw smiled thinly. ‘So you do have a voice. I was beginning to think you were a bit simple, like my Prussian friend over there.’ He nodded towards the man still waiting by the door before turning his baleful gaze back to the counter. ‘That’s a bold lad you bred, Maggie. Shame you didn’t teach him his manners.’

				‘He’s back from the wars, Mr Shaw.’ Jack’s mother seemed to have mastered her fear. Her reply was firm. ‘He was a soldier.’

				‘Was he now?’ Shaw looked Jack up and down. ‘You still a lobster, chum, or are you a runner?’

				Jack downed his gin without tasting it. ‘I don’t like asking a question twice, but seeing as how we just met, I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt. So I repeat. Who the hell are you?’

				This time Shaw laughed. He turned and looked back at his man. ‘You hear that, Schmitty. Maggie’s brat doesn’t know who I am.’ When he turned back to face the bar, the thick cudgel was in his hands. He swept it along the mahogany top, sending the two quarts flying. They shattered as they hit the floor, the gin splattering across the sawdust.

				Shaw was not done. He smashed the cudgel down, slamming it violently into the counter, the sound of the impact like a gunshot. Then he pulled back, holding the cudgel upright, his face flushed and his body vibrating with an anger that was barely under control.

				‘You want to know who I am?’ He spat on to the counter, then glared at Jack, the cudgel moving slowly back and forth in the air, held ready to lash out again. ‘I’m your worst fucking nightmare.’

				Jack had not so much as flinched, standing composed in the face of Shaw’s violence even as his mother shuddered. And now he laughed. Shaw’s bold claim amused him. The man was hard, even for the rookery, but he was most certainly nowhere close to the devils that inhabited Jack’s nightmares. He had seen far too much to be frightened of a man with a stick.

				‘It’s time you left.’ He spoke softly before reaching out to lay a soothing hand on his mother’s shoulder. He could feel her shaking. ‘I’ll clean up the mess, Ma.’

				‘Jack . . .’

				She started to speak, but Jack hushed her by lifting a single finger.

				‘It’s all right, Ma. Let me handle this.’ He turned to look at Shaw, who still stood there, his cudgel ready to strike. ‘Like I said, it’s time you left.’

				Shaw cackled. ‘Give us what we are owed, or by Christ I’ll tear this fucking place apart.’ He turned to his enforcer. On cue, the stout Prussian took a step forward, ready to do his master’s bidding.

				Shaw turned back to face Jack. His mouth opened to say something, but the words never came out. He was staring straight into the muzzle of a Dean and Adams five-shot revolver.

				‘Now then.’ Jack’s tone lacked all emotion. ‘I don’t know what’s been happening round these parts whilst I have been away, but I’m back now. This is my mother’s place and I’m going to be staying here a while. That means I’ll be looking after things from here on in. So I suggest you both leave.’

				Shaw stood tall. He showed no fear, even with a handgun aimed at his face. ‘You don’t know who you are dealing with.’

				‘I don’t give a shite.’ Jack held the revolver stock-still. ‘I don’t reckon you’re welcome here any more, Mr Shaw.’ He made the name sound like an insult. ‘I’m asking you one last time to leave.’

				Shaw stared at Jack. then slowly lowered his cudgel. ‘You’re going to regret this, chum. You mark my words.’

				‘That’s as maybe.’ Jack lifted the revolver a fraction, filling the end of the barrel with Shaw’s flushed face. ‘But not half as much as you’ll regret not fucking off right here and now.’

				Shaw took a step backwards. He looked at Jack’s mother, who was holding on to the edge of the counter as if her world was spinning around her.

				‘Are you not going to set your lad straight, Maggie? You know who I am and what I’m capable of. You want to be a part of his malarkey? If I leave here tonight without my tin, then our arrangement is finished. I won’t protect you no more.’

				Maggie let go of the bar. ‘I reckon it’s time you left, Mr Shaw. My Jack is back now. We don’t need your protection any more, not now we have a man about the place again.’ She stood straighter, then glanced at her tall son before glaring at the man who had taken her money. ‘I’ll ask you kindly not to call on us again.’

				Shaw started to laugh. ‘Are you sure about this, Maggie? I don’t want it said I didn’t give you a chance to reconsider. We’ve been friends too long for that. You sure you know what you’re doing?’

				Jack’s mother lifted her chin defiantly. ‘I do.’ Her voice wavered, but she stood firm.

				‘So be it.’ Shaw nodded, acknowledging her decision. ‘You had better be ready to face the consequences.’ He glowered at Jack. ‘Both of you.’

				‘Oh, we’ll be ready, Mr Shaw.’ Maggie was warming to her new role. ‘This is my place. We managed well enough when my John was alive. My Jack is twice the man he ever was, so I reckon we’ll be fine now he’s back.’

				‘Very well.’ Shaw reached forward and removed his pork pie hat from the bar. ‘I’m right sorry it has come to this, but it is what it is.’ He settled his hat on his head, then fixed his eyes on Maggie. ‘As of now, you’re no longer under my protection. You understand that you’ll have to pay for making me leave without my tin. I can’t let it pass. It wouldn’t be good for my reputation, not good at all.’ His expression hardened. ‘I’ll make you regret siding with your mongrel bastard, Maggie. By God, I swear you’ll rue this day.’

				He brought his simmering anger back under control with difficulty, then turned on his heel and strode towards the door. He paused on the threshold, his right hand on the doorknob, and turned back to look at Jack.

				‘Well met, Jack. I reckon we’ll be seeing each other again.’

				‘Goodbye, Mr Shaw.’ Jack still had his revolver levelled. ‘Next time I see you, I’ll put a bullet right between your eyes.’ He had to give Shaw credit. The man was eerily calm even with a loaded revolver pointed at him. It meant he was either a brave fellow or else simply too dumb to recognise the danger.

				Shaw laughed at Jack’s threat. ‘You know what, chum, I think you’ll try. I shall look forward to our next meeting, indeed I shall.’ He opened the door and left the palace, his Prussian henchman trailing in his wake.

				‘I bloody well hope you know what you are doing, Jack.’ Maggie pulled out a damp cloth and used it to wipe over the counter, slicking away the thick gob of phlegm Shaw had spat on to its top and gathering together the shards of broken glass. Already the bravest of her customers had started to file back into the palace.

				‘I’m not going to see you pay your tin to a piece of shit like that. I meant what I said, Ma. I’m back now. Things are going to change.’ Jack holstered his revolver, then looked down at his mother. He saw she was standing straighter. Her face had softened and she seemed younger. She was more like the woman he remembered.

				He cocked an eyebrow at the first ancient crone who inched closer to the bar. ‘What’ll it be?’ It was a question he had once asked a hundred times a day.

				He had meant every word. He was back. He would not leave again.
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				‘For the love of God, is that really you, Jack?’

				‘Good morning, Mary.’ Jack sat at the table in the back room. The remains of his breakfast lay in front of him, the grease from the thick slices of fatty bacon he had eaten staining the plate. He had been getting around his first mug of tea when the door to the scullery at the rear of the palace had opened to reveal a face he would have known anywhere.

				He rose to his feet, then stood awkwardly as the woman he had once thought the most beautiful girl in the world paused in the doorway and stared at him.

				‘You’re taller.’ Mary stayed on the threshold.

				‘And you haven’t changed.’ Jack gave the lie easily. Mary was no longer the slim-hipped girl who had intoxicated him with desire. He saw that her figure was fuller; her waist thicker under her very proper dark skirt and her chest heavier beneath the demure blouse. Yet her face was just as he had remembered, and her wide-set blue eyes stared back at him with what he hoped was pleasure.

				‘My eye, you must have lost your sight when you was away.’ Mary shook her head at his reply. She took off her hat, holding it in front of her, her own awkwardness obvious.

				Jack shifted from foot to foot. ‘It’s been a fair while.’

				‘It has that.’

				‘You’ve been well?’ Jack was struggling to know what to say. He had learned many of the ways of an officer, but polite conversation had not been one of them.

				‘Yes. Thank you for asking.’

				‘I hear you’re a mother now. You’ve got a boy.’

				‘You’ve met my Billy?’

				‘Last night, although I cannot think why you didn’t name him after me.’ Jack flashed a smile.

				‘Hark at you!’ Mary took a step into the room. ‘After you indeed. Did you not remember my old dad’s name was William?’

				Jack laughed. ‘No. I thought you might’ve missed me.’

				Mary came closer. She was smiling. ‘I did, Jack. I missed you. You didn’t come to say goodbye.’

				‘I didn’t have a choice.’ Jack kept hold of his smile.

				‘No, I suppose you didn’t. It would’ve been nice, though. It weren’t the same after you left.’

				‘I’m back now.’

				‘To stay?’

				‘I reckon.’

				‘Things aren’t the same here. You know that?’ Mary bustled into the room to begin clearing away Jack’s breakfast.

				‘They don’t look that much different to me.’ He reached forward to pull her hand away from the table. He held it, savouring the feel of her skin under his touch. He had been alone a long time. ‘I’m not the boy I once was.’

				Mary did not pull her hand away. She searched Jack’s eyes. ‘No. I can see that.’

				Jack drew her closer. He could smell her. She didn’t smell of French perfume like some of the women he had known. She smelled of carbolic soap, the simple aroma of a clean home. She moved into his arms, her head coming to rest on his chest. He held her then, his hand sliding to rest in the small of her back.

				Mary pulled away sharply. She turned her back on him and busied herself clearing away.

				‘I met Mr Shaw.’

				She went still for a moment, her body rigid. Then she carried on clearing. But Jack saw the tension that remained in her posture.

				‘You know him?’ He asked the question of her back.

				‘Course. Everyone round here knows him.’

				‘I told him to sling his hook.’

				He was met by silence. The only sound in the room was the scrape of a knife across a plate as Mary cleaned away the traces of his bacon.

				‘Why’d you do that?’ The question came after a long pause.

				‘I’m back now. We don’t need to pay some ruffian to keep us safe.’

				Mary snorted. ‘I hope you know what you’re doing.’

				‘I reckon I do. We don’t need a man like that. I’m here now. I’m all the protection we need. I’ll keep us safe.’

				‘Why would you do that?’ She turned to face him, his plate still in her hands, her expression twisted with distaste.

				‘It’s my home.’

				‘No it isn’t. It hasn’t been that since you were a nipper. You remember what it was like, how you felt back then? It was never a place for you. It weren’t then and it sure ain’t now.’ She shook her head at his foolish words. ‘Look at you. You stroll in here like you own the damn place, turning our world upside down and putting us in danger.’

				‘In danger! You’re not in danger.’

				‘Is that so?’ Mary’s cheeks were colouring now, her rising temper increasing the tempo of her words. ‘You know that, do you? You know about Shaw, about how bloody dangerous he is?’

				‘I know that we don’t need him or any other bugger who happens to take a shine to this place.’

				‘Why’s that, Jack?’ She tossed his plate on to the table. ‘Are you staying around, then? Are you going to guard this place night and day? Because that’s what it’ll take to keep us safe from that bastard.’

				‘I’ll do it. If that’s what it takes.’ He saw Mary take a deep breath as she brought herself back under control.

				‘You don’t know the half of it. You don’t know what that man is capable of, or what price he sets for protecting us. It ain’t just your ma who pays. Oh no, we all dance to that bastard’s tune.’

				Jack had a fair idea what price Mary would be paying. It shamed him, but he felt his determination harden. None of them would dance to Shaw’s tune any longer. ‘I know Shaw’s type. He’s all piss and wind. He doesn’t scare me.’

				‘Maybe he should.’ Mary looked at him, searching his face for something.

				‘I’ve done things, Mary.’ Jack looked away, unable to meet her gaze. He felt the iron shackles tighten, the protection against what he had seen strengthening once more. ‘Shaw is just a man. I’ve killed many like him.’ His voice tailed off. ‘I’ll take care of this place. You, Ma, your boy, you’re all safe now.’

				‘You going to promise me now, Jack? Just like you did when you were a boy. You going to promise that you’ll always be here, always looking after me?’ Mary contained herself with difficulty, holding her temper in check. She turned away, then began to walk towards the scullery door.

				‘Stay where you are.’ The order stopped her in her tracks. It was given with the snap of authority, the voice of a man used to being obeyed. ‘You’ve had your say. Now you’ll listen to me.’

				Mary turned to face him, leaning against the doorway. She met his stare, her eyes defiant, her anger glimmering just beneath the surface.

				Jack took a step towards her, and then another. ‘You know nothing about me. What I’ve done. If you did, you would know that I’m not frightened of Shaw, or of any other thug that happens along. If you knew where I’ve been, the battles I’ve fought in . . .’ He felt dizzy. He barely saw the woman in front of him. His memories were breaking free of their manacles and they surged through him. He saw them then, the faces of the men he had killed. In his mind he relived the moment when death came to claim them. Alongside them were the faces of those who had died around him, the friends struck down, the lovers lost.

				‘I’ll keep you safe.’ His voice changed. He sounded cruel, the bitterness of what he had seen, what he had done, now released. But still he walked towards her, his hands reaching out to take hold of her once again.

				‘Safe. There ain’t no place safe round here, not with Shaw around.’ There was no sympathy in her reply, only fear. ‘You think that because you’ve been in the wars he’s going to leave you alone? I’ve seen him at work. That man is a killer, and I reckon he enjoys it, too. You and him, why, you both look just the same to me.’

				Jack took hold of her shoulders. Now that he was close to her, he could see the furrows in her skin, the dark patches on her cheeks half hidden under rouge, and the puffy grey pouches around her eyes. He let her go. He suddenly felt cold. He had summoned the memories, releasing them from their cage, and he found he could no longer speak. He walked away, his boots loud on the rough wooden boards.

				Mary did not let him go in peace. ‘I’ve got a boy now, Jack. My Billy is all that matters. I’ve got to give him some sort of a chance, some kind of a future. I cannot let you put that at risk.’

				‘I hear you.’ Jack did not turn to look at her. He picked up his sword, which he had propped against the wall behind his chair. It was the weapon he had taken into the breach at Delhi. It felt snug in his hand, the feel of the hilt under his fingers familiar. Acting on instinct, he drew the blade, the steel whispering out of the leather scabbard that kept its edges sharp.

				He turned then, the blade alive in his grip. He looked back at Mary and saw the fear on her face as she faced him. He revelled in the feeling. He wanted to show her what he was, what manner of man he had become. He was a killer, returned from war, and he was frightened of no man alive.

				He saw Mary step away, as if he was about to strike her down with the sword that he held with such ease. He sheathed the blade, and closed his eyes. He heard the door open, then close, and once again he was alone.
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