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I have to admit that I was lazy in researching the
administrative and legal structure of England during the Victorian
era (which is, roughly, the time I had in mind when writing this
story). I'm pretty sure I made mistakes when it comes to the roles
of beadles and magistrates.

 

Keen onlookers might also realize that there is a certain
crossover with the musical version of the Sweeney Todd story (I
can't lie and a lot of the story was conceived and written between
the German movie release of the Tim Burton movie and the release of
the DVD later on). While the basic ideas of a man exiled without
real reason and someone coming back to taking revenge (plus the
barber, of course) has indeed been inspired, at least, by the
musical/penny dreadful/movie, I think I still have created a story
of my own for it. Making my main character a barber, though, suits
another need: giving him a reason to get close to various enemies.
After all, here's a man whom people let wield a very sharp blade
close to their throat.









The ship moving towards the docking area of London glided slowly
along the Thames. As it was cold and dark and foggy, only a
solitary figure stood on the deck, watching the skyline slowly
coming out of the fog and the darkness. Brown eyes seemed to be
searching for something while short, dark hair moved in the
wind.

“Soon,” the solitary figure murmured, giving the promise to
something or someone only it could see.

 


*         
*          *

 

“Yes, it’s a nice place,” the young man said, looking around the
small shop he was visiting.

“Well, your predecessor had to leave quickly – or so they say,”
the landlady told him. “He left everything behind.”

“Can I rent his tools of trade as well as this shop? I’m afraid
I had to leave everything behind myself as I came back from the
colonies. Apart from my knives, I have next to nothing at the
moment.”

“Oh, surly. He was behind on his rent, so I took the liberty of
claiming all these things as mine. We will just add a bit extra to
your rent for them.”

“Perfect.” The young man gave the room another once-over. “How
much would this ‘bit extra’ be, then?”

“Let’s say an extra sixpence per week.”

“Yes, that’s acceptable.” Taking out a small purse, he counted
out a couple of coins. “Here you are, Mrs. Shaw. The rent for the
first two weeks.”

“Always a pleasure, doing business with a man who knows what he
wants.”

“And always a pleasure, doing business with a woman experienced
in these matters. I shall have the shop open tomorrow.”

 

The barber shop was indeed open in the early hours of the next
morning, early enough for the daily business. And soon the word
spread about the new barber who charged low rates for good work and
was always ready to serve the customers, from the early hours of
the morning late into the night. Soon the shop did good business
and thrived.

 


*         
*          *

 

“Really, Mr. Larkin,” his landlady commented a few months after
he had rented the small shop, “you are doing well in this city. And
believe an old woman who has seen a lot, this is not easy.”

“You are right, Mrs. Shaw. I never expected it to work out this
well. I just hoped for enough customers to pay my rent and live off
my work.”

They were standing in the door to the barber shop and looking up
and down the busy street. Various men nodded to the young barber in
passing, as they were regular customers.

Mrs. Shaw sighed. “Well, we just have to hope the early curfew
they have put out will not harm business too much. After all, I’m
doing a lot of my business in the late
hours.”

“People usually are more hungry after work and your food is
excellent, Mrs. Shaw. I should know, as I eat it regularly. You do
a very good stew.”

“A lot of potatoes, Mr. Larkin,” she answered. “I can hardly
afford more than potatoes, onions, a few other vegetables and a
side of bacon.”

“Well, I find it very filling. And I trust it a lot more than
some food in this city.”

“My husband, may he rest in peace, would be ashamed if I did the
things some people here do. I hear there’s meat pies in this city
filled with everything from rat to dog … and worse, if some rumours
are true.”

A middle-aged man reached the door that very moment and they
both quickly stepped aside. Mrs. Shaw walked off to her own shop
right next door and the young barber followed his customer
inside.

“Good day to you, Mr. Parker,” he greeted the man. “Now, what
shall it be today?”

“A shave, Mr. Larkin … and a bit off the sides and the
back.”

“Of course, sir.”

Reaching for the lather, the young man started his work. After
the shave, they started talking again.

“I hope the curfew will not harm your business, Mr. Larkin,” the
middle-aged customer said as the young barber started to cut his
hair.

“I hope so, too. To be honest, Mr. Parker, I’m doing most
business early in the morning and late in the evening. Losing one
half of my customers could be quite harmful.”

“I sincerely hope you will last longer than your predecessor in
here. I’ve rarely had such a good shave in my life.”

“Well, I had a good teacher.” More hair fell under the flashing
scissors of the young man. “I think this might be what you had in
mind, Mr. Parker.”

Looking into the mirror, the customer nodded. “Exactly what I
had in mind. How much do I owe you?”

“The usual, Mr. Parker.”

Following his customer to the door, the young man leaned against
the doorframe again. His gaze travelled up and down the street
until he spotted another of his regular customers coming his
way.

“Good day to you, Mr. Henderson,” he greeted, as a young
journalist passed him by. The man stopped instantly.

“Good day to you, too, Mr. Larkin.” After a short look into the
empty shop, the journalist added: “Do you have time for me at the
moment?”

“Of course, sir, I always have time for my customers. Please, do
come inside.”

“Just a shave for me today, Mr. Larkin. I’m on my way to an
interview with Magistrate Simons.”

“Really? Isn’t he the one who has put out the curfew?” Calmly
the young barber sharpened the knife.

“Yes, that is him. He is very influential.”

“What a luck for you he’s giving you an interview, Mr.
Henderson. I shall surely be looking forward to reading it … please
loosen your tie, sir, it would be a shame if it got wet … and lean
back.” With a practised hand, the young man spread lather over the
lower half of his customer’s face and swiftly shaved the
journalist. “There you are, Mr. Henderson,” he said then, while
removing the remains of the lather. “I sincerely wish you good luck
for your interview.”

“Thank you very much, Mr. Larkin. Have a successful day
yourself.”

 


*         
*          *

 

A few days later, the door to the barber shop was opened rather
suddenly by a thin man in a dark coat.

“You!” he bellowed towards the young barber. “Are you the barber
in here?”

“Yes, that’s me.” Calmly the young man put down the knife he’d
been sharpening. “Please, do step in, sir.”

“I’m not here for a shave. I have heard you weren’t happy with
the curfew.”

Still rather calm, the barber nodded. “Well, it puts a strain on
business for quite some people around here, but, of course, we all
appreciate the care the magistrate takes of us.”

“You’ll have the chance of telling him that yourself. He wants
to see you. Move!”

The young barber took his coat off the hook by the door, removed
his apron, locked the door to his shop and followed the stranger
out into the street and to a small coach. A short time later, he
found himself just inside the study of the magistrate himself,
facing a man of regular build well into his fifties.

“You are Mr. Larkin, the barber, aren’t you?” the magistrate
asked him.

“Yes, sir.”

“And you are not happy with the curfew?”

“No, sir. As a barber, I’m doing my business mainly early in the
morning and late in the evening, sir, as people come in for a shave
either on their way to work or back home. It’s the same for various
other shops around mine as well. Mrs. Shaw, my landlady, just as an
example, sells delicious food, also something that’s mostly
consumed after work. Just one more hour in the evening before the
curfew sets in would give all of us a much needed chance to serve
our customers. And, as the streets around my shop are usually quite
crowded until ten o’clock, I doubt there’s so much danger waiting
for us. But on the whole, sir, we all appreciate the curfew as a
means of providing us with more security, of course.”

“I see.” The man looked him up and down. “How long have you been
working here in London?”

“About four months now, sir. I came here towards the end of
March.”

“From where?”

“The colonies, sir. New Zealand, to be more precise.”

“Why does a man travel from New Zealand to London? Usually, it’s
the other way around.”

“Well, sir, my parents, may they rest in peace, left England
well before I was born. I was … curious, you might say, sir. So, as
my parents are dead and nobody was really missing me there, I
decided to come back to England.”

Magistrate Simons studied a few sheaves of paper in front of
him. “You’re doing good business, people say.”

“I do my best to serve the customers well, sir. They appreciate
my hard work.”

“But you don’t appreciate mine, I think.”

“Oh, no, sir. I do appreciate your
work. I just wish for a bit more time in the evening. Nevertheless,
I consider myself lucky to live in a city where magistrates are so
concerned about the citizens’ wellbeing, sir.”

“You have a smooth tongue, Mr. Larkin … what’s your first name,
by the way?”

“Jasper, sir.”

Slowly, the magistrate ran a hand across his cheeks and chin.
“Well, I do have to admit that my hand is not as sure any longer as
it was in my youth. They say you shave very well.”

“I’ve heard them say that, too, sir.”

“But I don’t have the time to visit you shop.”

“Sir, a man of your status should not have to leave his home to
be shaved. I’m sure every barber in this city would consider
himself privileged to be allowed to come to your house and shave
you.”

“Would you, Mr. Larkin?”

“Certainly, sir. I would consider it an honour.”

“Then consider yourself honoured, Mr. Larkin. I will consider
giving the shops an extra hour to do business, provided you prove
to me your business deserves this extra hour.”

“Well, sir, I did not bring my knife.”

“Are you trying to find a way out of this?”

The young barber shook his head. “No, sir, certainly not.”

The magistrate rang a bell and ordered the entering servant to
bring in everything for a shave. “Then you shall have a chance to
prove your abilities now, Mr. Larkin.”

As the servant came back, the young barber took the knife and
tested the blade. “Excellent quality, sir. I shall be honoured to
use it. It you would remove your tie, sir, I will sharpen the knife
and prepare the lather.”

Soon afterwards, the young man draped a cloth the servant had
also brought in over the magistrate’s body and carefully and
quickly shaved him. Magistrate Simons checked the result with his
hand and the help of a mirror.

“You surely have a talent for your profession, Mr. Larkin,” he
commented then.

“Thank you very much, sir.”

“Would you come here every day to shave me?”

“I would be honoured to do so, sir.”

“I usually have time around nine o’clock in the morning.”

“Then I shall come here every day around nine, sir. Don’t
hesitate to keep me waiting, though, should something more
important require your attention.”

“Well said, Mr. Larkin. And you shall have your hour in the
evening. From this evening onwards, the curfew will be set at ten
o’clock.”

“I’ll be indebted to you for the rest of my life, sir. And I am
sure the other businessmen in my area will feel the same.”

“Well, where would this city be without all those businesses
making the populace thrive and grow?”

“And where would it be without magistrates who have an
understanding for the needs of the citizens?”

The man just nodded and waved him off.

 

The young barber walked back to his shop, finding Mrs. Shaw
waiting there, looking very worried.

“Oh, Mr. Larkin!” she cried out as she saw him. “I was fearing
for the worse, seeing the Beadle Harrows taking you.”

“Harrows? Is that his name?”

“Yes. He’s well known here. Famous, you might say.”

“Oh, indeed very
famous, I think. Do not worry about me,
Mrs. Shaw. As you can see, not a hair on my head was harmed. And
the curfew has been set to ten o’clock, giving us an extra hour of
business.”

“By god, what did you have to do for that?” the older woman
asked, completely flabbergasted.

“I had to shave his Honour and will have to continue to do so in
the future.”

“Mr. Larkin, you surely are favoured by the Lord.”

“Well, Mrs. Shaw, for the moment let us hope that I stay in his
Honour’s favour, too.”

 


*         
*          *

 

Weeks passed, during which the young barber dutifully walked to
the magistrate’s residence every morning for a shave and, every now
and then, a haircut, too. He didn’t miss the tail he had acquired
himself, though: Beadle Harrows following him around a lot. The
beadle, on the other hand, really believed his prey to be oblivious
of his presence. One day, after the young man had left the
magistrate’s residence, the beadle came in for a rapport.

“Well, what have you found?” Magistrate Simons asked.

“Not much, sir,” his most trusted aide answered. “It seems as if
the young man hardly does anything else than working. In the
morning he opens his shop even before sunrise, for the workers in
the harbour. Apart from visiting you, he stays in there until ten
o’clock in the evening, only slipping out for a short while to get
himself something to eat around noon. Usually he eats a bowl of
stew in the shop of his landlady, Mrs. Shaw, right next to his own.
As she does a very good stew, I can hardly find anything strange
about that.”

“What about acquaintances?”

“Well, sir, he knows most shop-owners in the street – and has
quite some regular customers.”

“A girl?”

“No, sir. He doesn’t seem to be interested in women at all.”

“And men?”

“Neither, sir. If you ask me, he’s absolutely focused on his
work.”

“Which he does very well,” the magistrate said. “For the time
being, Harrows, you are off watching him. Mr. Larkin seems to be a
hard-working, honest young man who will go far in this world. I
have never been better shaven than since he has been doing it.”

 

The next morning, after the daily shave, as the young barber was
giving his hair a trim, the magistrate addressed him:

“Tell me, Mr. Larkin, do you have a love interest here in
London?”

“No, sir,” the young man answered without a moment’s hesitation.
“I do deny myself the pleasure of the company of the fairer sex for
now. In a few years, though, I plan on having a little family of my
own.”

“Until then you work hard, I guess.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, Mr. Larkin, I have to admit that your work is very good,
indeed.”

“I am very glad to hear this, sir,” the barber said while
finishing off the cut. “I strive for perfection, but being an
imperfect thing myself, I know I’ll never reach this goal of
mine.”

“I, too, am currently on my own, Mr. Larkin, although my wife
has died quite some time ago. But I’ve not given up hope, although
the woman I’ve set my eyes on is denying me her hand.”

“You, sir? I find that hard to believe.” The barber was packing
up his things slowly. “You are an honourable man, well-situated and
respected. Any woman should consider it the chance of her life to
become your wife.”

“Well, if only she saw it like that, too. But then, she’s quite
young, not experienced enough. Although that is half the charm of
youth.”

“Lacking your experience, sir, I will fully trust your words.
But I’m sure she will see reason sooner or later. If this is all
for today, I will not take up more of your precious time, sir. You
have more important things on your mind than a chat with a lowly
barber like me, I’m sure.”

“I do, indeed. I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

“Certainly, sir. Have a good day.”

 


*         
*          *

 

Beadle Harrows walked in the moment the barber left the
room.

“News, Harrows?” Magistrate Simons asked sharply.

“Not the kind you’d like to hear, sir. I spoke to Dr. Connell
yesterday and she’s still stubbornly refusing.”

“I am running out of patience, with the doctor
and with the girl! She will
be mine, not matter, what cost! I lost her mother
already and I will not lose her as well!
It doesn’t matter to me how he does it!
He will make her agree or I will let him feel my displeasure at not
getting what I want! I have not forgotten about Emily Bowers, tell
him that!”

“Yes, sir. I shall go to him immediately.”

Beadle Harrows had been working for the magistrate long enough
to recognize that mood. It was better not to argue with his master
on such days, even though that smooth-tongued barber usually
managed to lighten the magistrate’s moods considerably every day,
something for which Harrows was quite grateful.

 

Harrows never went to the asylum in a light mood. The constant
moans, screams and other noises inside made his skin crawl – and
the presence of the doctor didn’t exactly do wonders for his sense
of security, either. The man didn’t look very trustworthy – and was
even less trustworthy than he looked.

“Beadle Harrows, why are you here again so soon? I told you
yesterday that the girl still refuses. Things like that don’t
change overnight.”

“Well, doctor, I bring you a message from Magistrate Simons. He
doesn’t care about how you do it, but he
wants results soon. He’s not ready to
wait for long now. And he told me to remind you of Emily
Bowers.”

Dr. Connell, the leader of the asylum, never looked good, but
that name made him pale even more. “The girl is her daughter,” he
finally managed, “and just as stubborn. Fast results could prove
fatal.”

“Is that the answer you want to give to the magistrate,
doctor?”

“No!” Hastily the man stood up and walked over to his cabinet,
taking some whiskey out of it. He downed a glass and sat down
again. “Heavens, no! But please remind him of what happened the
last time he demanded fast results. We’re still at the beginning,
understanding the human mind. I cannot turn on and off her feelings
at will, as much as I would like to.”

“Can’t you just, you know, make life here more difficult for
her? Less comfortable?”

“I could … there’s still a few things left I could take from
her. If he’s alright with locking her up in my special cell, I can
make her feel alone, helpless and vulnerable. With a little bit of
luck, this could make her more willing to agree to this
marriage.”

“Well, considering what he told me this morning, I’m sure it’s
alright with him.”

“Then it shall be done.”

 


*         
*          *

 

Hidden well in the shadows of an entrance opposite to the
asylum, a slender figure watched the beadle leave the house and
walk down the street. Then the young barber stepped out of his
hiding place and checked the building over once more. He saw a
well-dressed, but quite harassed-looking young man leave shortly
after the beadle and walked up to him, pretending not to be
watching where he went. As they collided, he quickly excused
himself:

“Oh, I’m so sorry, sir! How could I have been so careless!”

“It’s nothing,” the other man said.

“Well, I just hope I was not the first impression of London you
got after you stayed … well … in there.”

“What? Oh, you’re mistaken, obviously. I’m a doctor, working in
the asylum, I’m not an inmate.”

“Well, I just thought … as your face looked quite frayed around
the edges, you might not have had the chance to shave for quite a
while.”

The other man sighed. “Well, I’ve never been good at shaving …
and doing it in the morning after three hours of sleep – at the
outmost, mind you – doesn’t make my hand any more steady.”

“Then, why don’t you visit a barber regularly … forgive me the
curiosity, please, that is your decision and yours alone, of
course. Call it professional curiosity.”

“Professional?”

“You see, sir, I’m a barber myself, therefore I’m surprised that
a man like you doesn’t even consider visiting a barber shop
regularly for a good shave.”

“Well, I’ve never trusted other people much,” the young doctor
answered. “Especially not, if I might add that, while they are
wielding a blade near my throat. On the other hand, you do look
very trustworthy.”

Quickly the young barber told the doctor the address of his
shop. “Drop in any time of the day, sir, unless it’s between nine
and ten in the morning. I’m always out then, visiting a
customer.”

“I’d rather be in between seven and eight in the morning,” the
doctor answered. “It’s even on my way to work, I would just have to
take another street than I take now.”

“In this case, sir, I’m even glad we met, although I would have
preferred our meeting to be less harsh.”

“Well, I don’t mind. It can be quite hard, working in there
sometimes.”

“I can imagine that. I have a lot of respect for people like
you, doing such hard work for the citizens.”

As they parted, the barber quickly made his way back to his
shop, rather content with the results of his day so far.

 


*         
*          *

 

A few days later, just as the young barber came back from is
daily visit to the magistrate’s residence, he found a boy waiting
in front of his shop.

“Well, hello,” he said. “You’re a bit young for a shave, aren’t
you?”

The boy smiled impishly. “You’re right, sir. My master, Dr.
Connell, wants to meet you.”

“Does he, now? And where might I find him?”

“Drake Asylum, sir. He’s leading this institution.”

“Really? Well, I’d better come with you, then.”

“He also wants you to bring your things with you.”

“I just served a customer, I’m already set for another
professional visit.”

With those words, the young barber followed the boy to the
asylum he had watched only a few days before, entering it through a
back entrance and being escorted to the doctor’s office by one of
the wardens. The doctor himself turned out to be an overweight man
in his early forties with a pale complexion – he looked as if he
were in dire need of some medical assistance himself.

“So, you are Mr. Larkin, the barber who also serves my friend,
the Magistrate Simons.”

“Yes, sir, that’s me,” the young man answered calmly, bowing
slightly.

“Well, he recommended you to me,” the doctor continued, “when we
were dining together yesterday. Said he’d never been shaven better
than by you.”

“That was most kind of him.”

“Would you offer me the same service you offer him? I must admit
that I often find myself unable to shave adequately. The strain of
my profession takes a hard toll on a man my age.”

As the young barber had already seen the man’s hands shake
slightly whenever they were not clenched together, he was not
willing to argue.

“Shall I visit you in your office here at the asylum or would
you prefer a visit at home?”

“As I live in here, I would prefer a visit in my office every
morning. I need to look my best for the relatives of my patients,
after all.”

“Well, I visit the magistrate every morning around nine, usually
I’m on my way back by ten at the outmost. If it is alright with
you, I shall drop in here then. You can always let me wait, if
something more important requires your attention when I come
in.”

“Oh, that sounds perfect. Can you start today?”

“Given your boy asked me to bring my tools along, I’m
well-prepared for you.”

“Can you also give me a haircut?”

“I’ve brought my scissors along, sir, so it won’t be a problem
at all. Shall we start with the shave or would you prefer to get a
haircut first?”

“The shave, I think. Do you need anything?”

“A bit of water for mixing up the lather, sir.”

Dr. Connell sent for some water and relaxed visibly once he had
gotten his shave and the young barber was starting to cut his
hair.

“You do wonders with that blade of yours, young man,” he
remarked. “How long have you been in the business?”

“Almost seven years now, sir. I went to stay with a barber when
I was around thirteen. He taught me well and I have been on my own
since I was about sixteen.”

“Your parents must be proud of you.”

“I guess they would be, sir, but unfortunately I’m an orphan, as
both my parents are dead – and have been for quite some time.”

“Well, you surely are making the best of your life.”

“The way I see it, God is more inclined to help those who help
themselves, so I’ve never seen the point in sitting somewhere and
lamenting about my fate. I am young, I am healthy, I have two hands
to work with and a profession that is needed in this city. So I do
my best to serve my customers well.”

“And admirable point of view,” the doctor said. “I can see now
why Magistrate Simons is full of praise when it comes to your
work.”

“Thank you, sir. I think, this is the cut you had in mind.”

Looking into a small mirror he kept in his drawer, the doctor
checked himself over. “You are right, young man, this is indeed the
cut I had in mind.”

“I shall be back for a shave tomorrow, then, sir. I wish you a
good and successful day for now.”

“So do I. Until tomorrow, then.”

Without a further word, the young barber packed his things
together and went back to his shop.

 


*         
*          *

 

Dr. Connell leaned back in his chair and heaved a sigh. This
young man definitely was exactly the way the magistrate had
described him – and Connell really hoped he would stay in London
for a while –, but the circumstances under which the barber’s name
had come up, had been everything but pleasant. The girl still
proved quite stubborn and the magistrate’s meagre supply of
patience was quickly running out.

“You’re becoming less and less capable, doctor,” Magistrate
Simons had said harshly. “She is a young girl, for Heaven’s sake,
and has been in my custody since she was three years old. She is
hardly a hardened street rat and still, in almost a year she has
spent in your ‘institution’, her will has neither been bent nor
broken. And, honestly, you care less and less for your outward
appearance, too, doctor. You should get a barber to shave you, if
the years you’ve spent drinking too much have finally caught up
with you. You would not want another Emily Bowers on your
conscience, would you?”

Emily Bowers, this name had been haunting his nights for over
fifteen years now – and still did. The magistrate was surprised at
the amounts of alcohol he consumed? Well, it was the only way to
blend out the beautiful face of a young woman – or rather the
bloated, blue face he had seen that morning after she had hanged
herself in her cell, rather than giving in and doing as she was
told. Emily Bowers, whose daughter Saffron was now sitting in the
very same cell she had died in, for the very same reason. If this
was possible, the daughter was even more beautiful than the mother
had been. It might be her youth – or the simple fact that she had
not already given birth and just lost a husband who’d been forced
to flee the country. Whatever the reason, the effect was even less
patience on the magistrate’s side. He wanted that girl as his
second wife – after her mother had refused him to her very last
breath – and was used to getting whatever he wanted.

Dr. Connell sighed again and rang his bell. As the warden
appeared at the door, he told the man to take Saffron Bowers up to
his office. A few minutes later, a lithe, blonde-haired angel in a
sack-like inmate’s dress stood in front of him.

“Sit down, Miss Bowers, please.”

Still silent, she obeyed. He registered the dark rings under her
blue eyes, the sick paleness of her skin and the slight dullness of
the eyes themselves. Life was fading from her, like it had from her
mother, all those years ago.

“Miss Bowers, I know you’re an intelligent young woman.”

“Then why are you keeping me here? I’m not mad!”

He shook his head. “No, you are not. But unfortunately, I am in
the hands of another man myself. Miss Bowers, Saffron, I urge you
to give in. He is an old man already, he surely will not live that
much longer.”

“Never.” A painful expression bloomed on the pretty face. “Why
does he demand this of me, doctor? I have grown up in his
household, like a daughter. Why does he now demand of me to be his
wife?”

Dr. Connell groaned inwardly. He could not tell a
twenty-year-old girl like her the truth, that the magistrate wanted
the daughter, because the mother had refused him to the very last
moment of her life. But this could not go on much longer, either,
for his sake as well as for hers.

“The Magistrate Simons,” he answered, very carefully choosing
his words, “is  a man accustomed to getting whatever he wants.
It’s the folly of men his age which makes him choose a woman as
young as you. He also still is without an heir, as his first wife
unfortunately died before giving birth to a child. And you, Miss
Bowers, are a healthy, young woman.”

“He wants me just to have children?”

“He wants you … for what reason is beyond my knowledge. I will
be honest with you, Miss Bowers. The magistrate is getting restless
and there are worse things he can do to break your will, far worse
things than the stay in my institution. You are a delicate flower,
girl, you will not live through those things without breaking. I
would rather like to see you whole. Give in, Miss Bowers, before
it’s too late.”

“Will I … will I get out of here … if I give in?”

“Of course, Miss Bowers. He would hardly want to marry you in
here … and hardly marry you in less than six months. That would not
be proper.”

The young woman clawed the rough cloth of her dress, staring
down at her hands. She was fighting with herself, he could see it.
Dr. Connell silently prayed she would see reason. He didn’t want to
see the daughter die as the mother had. He could not live with
another death on his hands.

“I … I give in, doctor,” she whispered softly. “Please … tell
him … I accept.”

“It was the only right choice, Miss Bowers,” he told her,
relieved. “I shall sent word to him instantly … and have you
brought to a better room until he comes to pick you up. You must
get well now, my dear.”

“I hope I’ve done the right thing.”

“Believe me, you have done the right thing, Miss Bowers. You
have made the best possible choice”

 


*         
*          *

 

As the young barber arrived at the magistrate’s house the next
morning, he found his customer in a very good mood.

“You seem very happy today, sir,” he remarked therefore. “I take
it you’ve received good news.”

“Very good news, Mr. Larkin.” The magistrate leaned back in his
chair for the shave. “Do you remember the young woman I told you
about?”

“The one who has refused your offer, sir?”

“The very same. Yesterday, she finally accepted.”

“That surely is good news. I shall take extra care with your
shave today. The young woman shall see you at your best, sir.”

“You really are an asset to your profession, Mr. Larkin.”

“Thank you for this compliment, sir. Oh, and thank you for
recommending me to Dr. Connell.”

“He has contacted you already?” the magistrate asked.

“Yesterday, sir, right after I came back from you. A poor man,
he is. With hands shaking like his, he could seriously injure
himself while shaving.”

“Well, his own profession is taking quite a strain on him. He
would not be the first doctor landing in the institution he has
worked in for so long.”

“Oh, I sincerely hope he won’t. I have agreed to visit him in
his asylum every day for the shaving.”

“A good decision. Dr. Connell rarely leaves there, he is
completely devoted to his profession.”

“I thought so, too, sir.” Quickly the young man applied the
lather. “Now just relax while I take care of your looks. Think
about the happy future with your new wife.”

With a sigh, the magistrate closed his eyes and relaxed while
the young barber carefully removed every stubble from his cheeks
and chin.

 


*         
*          *

 

Only half an hour later, the young man was looking at another
relieved customer. Dr. Connell’s hands were shaking less this
morning – although the reason for this also could be found in the
slight smell of whiskey permeating the room’s air. The young barber
wisely chose not to remark on this. Instead, he just quickly and
efficiently shaved the doctor.

“Thank you, young man,” Dr. Connell said afterwards. “You cannot
imagine how much stress your visit is taking off me. I have always
been a bit weary, shaving myself. After all, a shaving knife has to
be kept very sharp to do its duty.”

“Well, sir, I’m always glad to be of assistance. And men like
the Magistrate Simons and you, who do so much for the citizens of
London, deserve the best service I’m able to provide.”

After a hesitant knock, the door opened that very moment and the
boy who’d picked up the young barber the day before entered the
room.

“A letter from Magistrate Simons, doctor,” he said, putting down
the letter and quickly retreating.

“As I can see you’re busy today, doctor, I shall take my leave
now,” the young barber said, packing his things together. “I shall
come in again tomorrow.”

The doctor was already reading the letter. “What? Oh, yes, of
course. Until tomorrow then.”

 


*         
*          *

 

Late in the evening, a shadow was again watching the asylum. The
coach of the magistrate – the small one that had picked up the
barber as well – stopped in front of the huge double doors and two
cloaked figures walked in, only to come out some time later with a
slender, fair-haired woman in the middle.

The shadow did not move during that time, but faded into
darkness soon afterwards.

 


*         
*          *

 

Saffron Bowers fearfully looked around in her old rooms.
Everything was just as she remembered, even her dresses were all
still hanging in the wardrobe. He had expected her to come back, to
agree to this monstrous marriage. With a sound between a sigh and a
whimper, she sank down on her bed, burying her face in her
hands.

“Why?” she whispered. “Why is he demanding this of me?”

“Saffron, my dear,” the magistrate’s voice sounded from the
door, “you must be careful. Your health has suffered, because of
your stubbornness.” She looked up, hastily brushing away the tears.
“Why do you cry, my dear girl?”

“It’s just relieve, sir,” she answered quickly, “relieve at
finally having made the right decision. And you are right, of
course. I will take good care of my health now.”

“That’s my good, little girl.”

He approached and Saffron had to fight back her instinct to flee
from him. He pulled her up from the bed, softly lifting her chin by
putting his fingers underneath it, then brushing the remains of her
tears from her cheeks. Every touch made her want to scream, but she
stayed silent.

“You are just as beautiful as your mother, Saffron,” he said,
his hand still resting on her cheek.

“My mother? You knew my mother, sir?” she asked him.

“Yes, dear girl. She wanted me to take care of you, begged me
with her dying breath not to leave her poor child out in the cold.
How could I deny a dying woman her last wish?”

“That was so kind of you, sir,” Saffron whispered.

“And now you’re repaying my kindness, dear child. In six months
we will get married.”

“Yes, sir, we will.”

Saffron cried herself to sleep that night.

 


*         
*          *

 

The next morning, she sat at the window, looking out over the
well-known street she had rarely been allowed to walk alone –
without that cruel and scary Beadle Harrows. Suddenly, a surprising
sight caught her eye: a slender young man with wavy, dark hair,
swiftly crossing the street and disappearing in the direction of
the servant’s entrance of the house. She turned around to her maid,
who was still going through the dresses to sort out those that had
been out of fashion for a while.

“Margaret, why is a young man coming to our house?” she
asked.

“Oh, that must be this nice, young barber, Miss Saffron, who
shaves the master every day.”

“He’s nice, you say?”

“Yes.” The maid, who was only seventeen herself, giggled
lightly. “I met him once, when he was about to leave, and he held
the door open for me, seeing me coming to the entrance with my
hands full. He’s very charming and has the darkest eyes I’ve ever
seen, wonderful hair, too. And all the servants say he’s always
very polite. Successful, too. He’s only been to London for a few
months and is doing good business, or so people say. Even the
master only has words of praise for him.”

“Then he really must be good at what he’s doing.” Saffron could
not remember her guardian finding any words of praise for people
serving him. How she would have liked to meet this charming, young
man who was always so polite…

 


*         
*          *

 

The magistrate again was in a good mood, as the young barber
entered his study.

“Mr. Larkin, do come in! Isn’t it a wonderful day?”

As the rain was dribbling down outside, the young man chose not
to comment on this question. Instead he said:

“I take it that your future wife has taken a liking to your
looks, sir, as well as to all the other things you have to
offer.”

“Ah, yes, she has.”

“Then I shall do my best not to disappoint her, sir. After all,
a man of your importance should always look his best – but
especially, while he is courting.”

“You know what, Mr. Larkin? I feel at least ten years younger
today.”

“Well, love can certainly do that to a man, sir.”

“You sound like you have experienced this feeling, too.”

“Flirtations, sir, when I was still in New Zealand. But then,
which young man does not fall for all those pretty girls?”

“Ah, all those pretty girls.” Magistrate Simons leaned back and
closed his eyes. “So young and so full of life. Compliant and
innocent.”

“Always so pretty, no matter, what they do,” the young barber
added, spreading the lather.

“Yes,” the older man sighed.

Slowly, the sharp blade moved over the magistrate’s skin, taking
off even the slightest bit of hair. With great care the young man
navigated around the nose, along the curve of the jaw. Finally he
withdrew the blade and dried off the remainders of lather.

“There you are, sir, all ready for your blushing bride.”

“You really are doing wonders, Mr. Larkin, now I also
look ten years younger.”

“Well, sir, I cannot take responsibility for that. It’s love
that makes you look ten years younger, I can only make you look
more dignified.”

“Very well said, Mr. Larkin. I must go to my bride now, we’ll
see each other tomorrow.”

“On time, sir, as always.”

 


*         
*          *

 

Two hours later, after another visit to the asylum, the young
barber met his landlady in front of his shop.

“Mrs. Shaw!” he greeted her with a smile. “Isn’t it a wonderful
day today?”

“Why, Mr. Larkin, you must really be in a good mood to find this
grey, wet day wonderful.”

“Well, I think I might have found something I’ve been searching
for years.”

“Oh, that is wonderful to hear. And, as I hear, you also have
build up quite a clientele.”

“Well, yes, it seems I have.”

“I’m glad to see a hard-working man like you thrive like that.
It’s always good to see that, as much as times are changing, hard
work can get you almost everywhere.”

“I certainly know what you mean, Mrs. Shaw, I certainly do.”

 


*         
*          *

 

Beadle Harrows also was in a good mood. With the doctor finally
doing what he should have done months ago, the young barber still
lightening his master’s mood regularly and his master’s future wife
back in the house, he was off the hook for the time being. In fact,
as far as that girl was concerned, he could very well understand
the magistrate. She was beautiful, even more so than her mother.
And, unlike that woman, she had come to her senses.

He still could remember the night he’d been called into the
magistrate’s study for the first time – mere days after he had
started working as a beadle. The same day he had gotten into a
fight with another man and had snapped that man’s neck in his
ill-contained fury. The scaffold had been waiting for him, but the
magistrate had gotten him off it, made him his personal aide. It
was a hard job, but he found he liked the power and influence that
came with it. That night he had taken a little baby from a crib –
the second one in the same crib in which the pretty Miss Saffron
had slept –, forcing the baby-girl’s father to come with him. He
had led both of them to the docks and locked them in a ship leaving
for Australia. Once there, the man had been taken to prison,
convicted for a crime he had not committed. The girl? Well, he
didn’t know nor mind what had become of her. But his master had
misjudged the strength of will the young wife had displayed,
suddenly finding herself with one child and her husband missing. By
sending her to Drake Asylum, the master had hoped to break her
will, but she had committed suicide rather than accept his offer.
Luckily, her daughter had seen reason.

In fact, Beadle Harrows was in the mood for a drink – and as he
wasn’t a regular citizen, the curfew did not affect him. He knew
just where to go.

 

As the beadle sat down at the bar, he found a cloaked stranger
sitting next to him.

“What are you doing here, that late?” he asked.

“Well,” the man answered with an old-sounding, slightly cracking
voice, “just arrived here today, learned of that curfew too late,
but the landlord allowed me to stay for the night. So I’m still
here.”

“I’m working for the Magistrate Simons, so the curfew doesn’t
affect me.”

“You’re a lucky man, then. Working for such an important
person.”

“Indeed. I’m his right hand, strong as steel.”

“A man like him sure is needing a strong right hand.”

“Oh, yes.”

“You are very loyal to him, for sure.”

“Of course.”

“And do everything he demands of you, I expect.”

“Yes.”

“He is a very lucky man, too, then.”

Afterwards, the stranger didn’t speak much, but stared into his
ale. He was still sitting at the bar when Beadle Harrows left him
an hour later.

 

Even though he had not drunken much, the beadle was feeling a
bit dizzy as he made his way back to the magistrate’s house. He
took the small alleys instead of the big streets, because he wasn’t
in the mood to be seen by his colleagues. Suddenly he heard a sound
behind his back and turned around. Nothing could be seen in the
darkness behind him, then a meagre tomcat shot past him, hissing
angrily.

“Stupid critter,” he murmured and walked on.

Suddenly a hand grabbed his forehead and he felt pulled back
into another body.

“Beadle Harrows?” a soft voice hissed in his ear.

“Yes,” he said.

“This is for Jasper Bowers.”

A sharp pain blossomed in his throat and only a gurgling sound
emerged as he tried to scream for help. Blood ran down between his
fingers like a waterfall. The last thing he saw was a shadow,
disappearing into darkness.

 


*         
*          *

 

The next morning Magistrate Simons was in a very foul mood. Only
minutes before his barber arrived, he had received the news of his
trusted aide’s death. But the smart young man, seemingly sensing
his mood, simply started to prepare everything for the shave.

“What’s wrong, sir?” he finally asked, while spreading out the
white cloth.

“It’s Beadle Harrows, Mr. Larkin.”

“Is he feeling sick, sir?”

“He’s dead.”

“Why, that is horrible. He always struck me as very
healthy.”

To his own surprise, the magistrate started to feel better.
There was a strange air of innocence emanating from this young man
– who surely, as an orphan, had not led a sheltered life.

“He was healthy, Mr. Larkin, he was murdered.”

“Oh no! But the curfew…”

“He was out after curfew, he was a beadle, after all.”

“I sincerely hope they catch the culprit. And I hope he
hangs.”

“So do I, but chances are rather slim. It happened in a dark
alley and there are no witnesses.”

“Nobody is safe these days. It’s sad, really. Now, please, lean
back and try to relax. Despite this horrible incident, you’re still
courting a nice, young lady, aren’t you?”

The dark shadows lifted. “Yes, I still do, indeed.”

While the young barber shaved him, it occurred to the magistrate
only for a fleeting second how sharp a barber’s knife was, how
easily it would slip through a human throat. But a man as honest
and hard-working as his barber surely never even would dream of
using it in such a way.

 


*         
*          *

 

After the beadle’s violent death, a few weeks passed in relative
serenity. The young barber went to his two most prominent customers
regularly and also did good business in his shop. Things were
slowly going back to normal in the magistrate’s household as well,
Beadle Harrows not being replaced as the magistrate’s aide for the
time being. Nevertheless, there was no trace of the criminal who
had murdered the beadle – who, in his life, had made more than
enough enemies.

Then, one morning, the young barber entered Dr. Connell’s
office, only to find his customer heavily drunk.

“Dr. Connell?” he asked worriedly. “Are you alright? Shall I get
one of the assistant doctors up here for you?”

“No,” the man murmured, his face still on the top of his desk.
His voice was slurred, but the words still understandable. “Don’t
need a doctor … need forgiveness.”

“Who shall forgive you, sir?” the young man inquired
carefully.

“Emily Bowers,” the man said, his voice shaking. “I want to
sleep … Mr. Larkin … I want to sleep … just one night without her
face … beautiful face … so contorted … all blue.”

“Sir, those are just nightmares.”

“I murdered her. Could just as well have tied that noose around
her neck myself. He made me do it, but I
didn’t refuse.”

“Refuse to do what, Dr. Connell?”

Suddenly the doctor looked up. “Shouldn’t tell you, young man,”
he said.

“I’m discreet, that’s essential in my profession. Believe me,
sir, you will feel better after you’ve told someone – and I will
never speak about it to anybody.”

“Can you promise me that?”

“I can swear it, if you want me to, Dr. Connell.”

“No need, I trust you, Mr. Larkin.” The doctor looked up again,
his eyes bloodshot and his face flushed. “She was a wonderful
woman, young man. Just as beautiful as her daughter Saffron.
Magistrate Simons brought her to me, to break her will. But she was
strong, even after her husband and second daughter suddenly
disappeared, even after he had taken her girl from her, Mr. Larkin.
Such a wonderful woman. But he had me under his thumb, still has.
He wanted her as his wife and I had to make her agree, no matter
how. But she was strong … and when she couldn’t bear being
separated from her child any longer, she hanged herself, ripped up
her dress to make a noose from it. In the morning, we opened the
door and there she hung, naked and with a blue, bloated face. We
couldn’t even bury her regularly.”

“Because she committed suicide,” the young barber said.

“Yes. Had to bury her outside the cemetery.”

“You know her daughter, too, Dr. Connell?”

“Oh yes, had her here as well, until recently. But she saw
reason, agreed to marry the magistrate. I won’t have her death on
my hands, too.”

The young barber softly touched the doctor. “I can’t forgive
you, doctor, I’m neither Emily Bowers nor their daughter Saffron.
But I can promise you the nightmares will soon stop. Let’s get you
shaved, shall we?”

“Oh, yes.”

A few minutes later, the doctor was freshly shaved, but still
rather depressed. His eyes were still fixed on the decanter with
the whiskey.

“Shall I pour you another glass, so you might forget, doctor?”
the young barber offered helpfully.

“Yes, please,” the doctor said. “My hands are unsteady
today.”

“They’ll soon stop shaking, doctor.” Swiftly the young man
poured a glass of whiskey which, only for a second, showed a misty,
white cloud. “Here, drink this one to Emily Bowers.”

“To Emily Bowers,” Dr. Connell said, downing the whiskey in one
gulp.

“Sleep well tonight, Dr. Connell.” The barber walked to the
door. “Sleep well.”

 


*         
*          *

 

Early the next morning, the young assistant doctor from the
asylum stumbled tiredly into the barber’s shop.

“Dr. Logan,” the barber said, worriedly, “you surely are in dire
need of some sleep. Maybe you shouldn’t go to work today.”

“I come from work, Mr. Larkin,” the doctor replied, yawning.
“Dr. Connell died yesterday, late in the evening. Must have had a
weak heart … and drank too much.”

“That’s tragic,” the barber answered. “Well, I have to admit,
though, that he was quite drunk around ten in the morning
already.”

“Really?”

“Yes, that was when I came for his daily shave. But it’s not my
place to give my customers advice when it comes to their vices,
sir.”

“You are right, of course. And it’s not the first time he was
drunk. It happened once a year, always around this day. Must have
been something personal… Anyway, I’ve just left work, so please
give me a shave before I go home to sleep.”

“Certainly, doctor. Please take a seat, I’ll be with you
instantly.”

 


*         
*          *

 

Ever since the first time she had seen the young barber, Saffron
had taken to sit at the window around nine, when he usually came
in. She knew she was being stupid. She had agreed to marry her
guardian, she could not allow herself to fall for a young man she
had never spoken to. He seemed to be a really nice man, but would
he be interested in a stupid, little girl like her, in someone who
had believed her guardian had only wanted the best for her, instead
of having an ulterior motif? Hardly possible.

“You are looking quite well today, dear girl,” Magistrate Simons
suddenly remarked behind her.

Quickly Saffron composed herself, before turning around. “I am
slowly getting better, sir.”

“Yes, I can see that.” He approached her and once more Saffron
fought the instinct to flee. “Your beauty is blooming again.”

“Sir, why am I not allowed to go out? Just to Hyde Park, to get
a bit of fresh air. It would surely help me getting better.”

“I am sorry, my dear girl,” he answered, not sounding sorry at
all. “But after Beadle Harrows death, I don’t have a guard for you
– and the death itself has proven that the streets are not safe.
And if they aren’t safe for a man like him, they surely are not
safe for a frail angel like you.”

“I see,” she replied softly, lowering her eyes. “You are right,
of course, you always are.”

“Saffron…”

“Yes?” Shyly she looked up again.

“We have been engaged for more than a month now. I think it is
time for us to become a little more … intimate.”

“Sir! What are you saying? There are things that should not be
done outside a marriage.”

“Innocent child,” he said, amused, “I did not mean
this kind of intimacy. I just meant a
kiss.”

Fear welled up in the young woman. But how should she escape
this? How could she?

“I don’t know anything about kissing,” she said hastily, trying
to avert her face without seeming unwilling.

“You really are an innocent child, my dear, little Saffron.
Teaching you about kissing is a pleasure all by itself.”

Gripping her chin softly, but firmly, he turned her face back
towards his and tilted it upward. Then his lips were upon hers, his
tongue even coercing open her lips, entering her very mouth.
Disgust and nausea rose in her and she found it hard to stay still.
After a moment that seemed like eternity, he moved back and turned
towards the door.

“As compliant as I hoped you to be, Saffron. You will be a
wonderful wife.”

The moment he left the room and closed the door, Saffron
collapsed onto the bed, shivering and weeping. How could she have
allowed this … this utterly disgusting thing to happen? How could
she even dream of another man and allow this one to sully her lips
like that? A man as good and honest and hard-working as this barber
surely would never even touch a vile creature like the one she was
becoming. But then, how could he stand touching the magistrate,
willing his hand not to slice open that monster’s throat?

 


*         
*          *

 

The young barber was a bit late the next day, excusing himself
the moment he entered the magistrate’s study.

“I can only say how sorry I am, sir,” he said while closing the
door. “But there are so many people in the streets today, I could
hardly move at all. It’s dreadful.”

“This attempt to murder the prince surely cannot go unsolved,”
the magistrate answered him. “You must shave me quickly today, I
have to leave soon.”

“Certainly, sir. As I see, your servant has already brought the
water. Sit down, sir, we shall do it quickly today. You can go on
impressing your future wife tomorrow. Today you will have to be the
strict magistrate as whom you are known.”

Then he quickly went about his business, leaving in a hurry. But
he didn’t go back to his shop, instead he waited for the magistrate
to leave his house before knocking on the door of the servant’s
entrance. As even the servants were in uproar, a simple maid
answered it.

“I am sorry to disturb you again, especially on such a day,” he
told her, “but I left my best knife behind when I walked out of the
study.”

The girl accompanied him to the study where he picked up the
knife, but she seemed rather nervous all the time.

“You can run along, girl,” he said softly. “I’ve been in and out
of this house for months, surely I can leave it on my own
once.”

“Thank you, sir,” she said, curtseying. “There’s so much to do
and even most servants are out in the streets with the other
citizens.”

“Well, he’s our prince, too, after all, not just the noble
families’.”

“Oh, you’re so right, sir.”

Quickly, she hurried away, leaving the young man behind. But he
did not walk back to the servant’s entrance – although he could
easily have found it. Instead, he walked up the stairs and made his
way to the room with the window he had seen the young woman sitting
behind for weeks. As he threw open the door, she looked up, afraid
and surprised.

“If you want to be free, come with me,” he said, adding: “I know
you’re not here, neither marrying the magistrate, out of your free
will.”

Quickly, she stood up, ready to leave.

“Take your coat, people will notice you less if you appear
normal. No woman would leave the house on such a cold, foggy day
without a coat.”

She walked to a wardrobe, taking out a simple-looking, dark
coat. But before she could struggle into it, he had taken it from
her hands, helping her into it.

“We will have to take the servant’s entrance, I’m afraid.
Walking down the steps of the main entrance could attract too much
attention. We should go quickly now, as long as the servants are
occupied somewhere else.”

To his surprise, she followed him down the stairs and out of the
entrance without uttering a word. They walked briskly until they
turned at the next corner. Then he suddenly slowed down.

“Shouldn’t we run?” she asked him.

“Running would draw more attention than walking, Miss Bowers,”
he answered her softly. “We will walk not faster nor slower than
the people around us.”

“Who are you?” she dared to ask after a few more steps. “And why
are you helping me?”

“You shall learn about all of it in due time, Miss Bowers,” he
said, offering her his arm. Blushing slightly, she accepted it.
“Hyde Park would be a good place for it, it will be more crowded
today than normally.”

 

They found a place, not too secluded, but calm, and sat down on
a bench.

“First of all, Miss Bowers, I must assure you that everything I
will tell you is true. It might seem hard to believe – at least
some of it –, but I will not lie to you. And, before we start
talking, I have to ask you one question: Do you still remember that
you have a twin sister?”

She looked at him thoughtfully for a moment, then she nodded.
“Yes. I can hardly remember her, but my mother used to tell me
about her and my father. They disappeared when I was still a
baby.”

“Your mother died in Drake Asylum.”

“She did? He never told me. Was the magistrate with her when she
died?”

“No. She hanged herself, to escape him, I think.”

“Then how can he claim she begged him to take care of me?”

“Magistrate Simons will tell you whatever wins your hand, Miss
Bowers. He wanted to marry your mother, but had an obstacle to
remove: her husband. Beadle Harrows stole your twin sister, used
her to force your father to enter a ship bound for Australia. He
died there, your father. And, as he couldn’t have your mother, even
after her husband and one of her daughters had disappeared, he is
now set on you.”

“How do you know all of this?”

The barber was silent for a moment, then he looked her in the
eyes. “Because, Miss Bowers, I am your sister.”

“But you … you are a … a man.”

“I only appear to be a man. Father died when I was only five
years old. An old couple took me in, but they, too, died soon. I
realized that a girl could not survive in Australia on her own, so
I cut my hair and disguised myself as a boy. I became a barber’s
apprentice and worked hard. The profession of a barber does not
require that much strength. As I – unlike our father – was never
sentenced, I could leave Australia whenever I wanted, so I first
moved to New Zealand, to cover my trail. Then I came to England to
look for my mother and sister. Father has talked about you so
often, I simply knew I had to find you. Luck was on my side, once I
landed here. Magistrate Simons heard of me criticizing his curfew
and I managed to charm him enough to let me show my abilities. He
made me his barber and I could more or less come and go as I
wanted. Dr. Connell, who tried to break our mother’s will as he
tried to break yours, also became my customer. From him, I learned
about our mother’s fate. And I learned where to find you. Saffron,
we must flee, if you don’t want to marry him. As long as we stay in
England, he can get to us.”

“Then let us leave England, tonight.”

“No. If I disappear the same day you flee from his home, he will
know what happened. I will hide you well, for a few days, at the
same time create a plausible story to explain why I leave again.
New Zealand and Australia aren’t a bad place to live, but I would
opt for another country, somewhere outside the empire. We will find
a place where he can’t reach us.”

“But how will we get there?”

“We have to stage a little play, Saffron. We will travel as a
couple, you and me. During the last ten years, nobody has ever
realized I was a woman. But until we leave England, while I hide
you, you must make people believe you are my cousin and came to
London to see me. Can you do that?”

“I can do everything to win my freedom. But I still don’t know
your name, sister.”

“I am Jasmine Bowers, but in this city, I am known as Jasper
Larkin, the barber.”

“How are you planning to hide me, Jas?”

“I will take you to my landlady, Mrs. Shaw. She is a widow of
good standing. I will tell her you are my cousin who has come to
London to visit me, the daughter of a sister of my mother’s I never
knew about until recently. Your luggage was stolen from you when
you arrived here and you need a place to stay for a few days. As I
am not married – and neither are you – it would simply not do for
us to share my parlour behind the barber shop. She will understand
this and surely take you in, as she is a good person at heart. I
will continue to go to your guardian, just as before. I had a
reason to come back today, as I purposefully ‘forgot’ my best knife
in his study. He trusts me, he won’t doubt my story a moment. After
all, I have never officially met you, I didn’t even officially know
his ‘bride’ was in the house.”

“And then?”

“In a few days, I’ll tell him about a letter I got from New
Zealand, an old friend of my parents asking me to come back as soon
as possible. So I will leave London and take a ship. You shall be
on the same ship, officially we’ll travel as a married couple. Once
we’re outside England, we shall decide where to really go. When we
leave the empire, he won’t be able to trace us any further.”

“And we shall be free.”

“Yes. We shall be free.”

 


*         
*          *

 

Mrs. Shaw believed every word of the sad story the two sisters
told her, taking in Saffron without the slightest complaint. The
next morning, though, her sister had to face the magistrate again,
in her role as his barber. Naturally, he was in a very dark mood
when she came into his study.

“Sir, you seem especially troubled today,” she remarked. “Has
anything happened to the prince, anything that was not told to the
public? Is he severely injured?”

“It’s not about the prince,” he growled, his eyes gleaming with
hot anger. “My bride has disappeared all in a sudden.”

“Oh, no! Has she been kidnapped?”

“I don’t know … maybe.”

“That’s dreadful, sir. But, surely, the beadles are searching
her already, aren’t they?”

“Oh yes, they do.” The magistrate strode from one side of his
study to the other now. “But they’re not as efficient as Beadle
Harrows was … Why have you come back yesterday, by the way?”

“Well, sir, I’m a bit ashamed to admit it, but halfway home I
realized I had forgotten my best shaving knife here. So I came back
and one of the maids was nice enough to escort me up here to pick
it up.”

“That’s a bit odd. You are so composed and reliable
normally.”

“I might not have grown up in London, sir, but the crown prince
is also my future regent. I was worried
about him, just as the populace on the whole. I would never let
this cloud my mind while I’m handling a blade, but I must have been
a bit preoccupied when I packed my things up.”

“Yes, naturally.” The slight look of suspicion disappeared from
the magistrate’s face. “Did you see anything suspicious?”

“No, sir, can’t say so. I picked up the knife and went back to
the shop. Took me longer than normally, though, with the streets as
packed as they were. And just like any honourable businessman in
this city, I closed the shop during the afternoon.”

“Yes … I do believe you did. Make it a quick shave today, I have
a lot to do.”

“Surely, sir.”

On the whole, Jasmine was relieved to find him believing her so
easily. It wasn’t that she doubted her ability to act, but he was
accustomed to people lying to him. She shaved him as quickly as was
possible, but did not leave in a greater hurry than usually. The
most important thing now was to appear normal, not different from
before.

 

As the doctor no longer required her services, she went back to
the shop immediately after her visit to the magistrate, only to
find two beadles waiting for her.

“What can I do for you, gentlemen?” she asked them, already
knowing what they would want.

“We were ordered to search your shop,” one of the told her.

“Certainly. Come in and search as much as you want.”

She opened the entrance door and let them in. While they were
searching both the shop and the back parlour, she simply stood by
the door to the parlour and waited. They didn’t find anything,
naturally.

“You haven’t seen a young woman lately, by chance?” the same
beadle asked her afterwards.

“Well, I see various young women every day, sir. Could you
describe her to me?” He gave her a rather good description of
Saffron. “Can’t say I’ve seen her, I surely would have noticed a
pretty woman like her, though,” she said then.

“If you see her, let Magistrate Simons know,” the man said.

“I will, immediately.”

Then they walked away, not searching the other shops. Jasmine
almost smiled. Yes, that was more like it, the magistrate ordering
her shop to be searched, just in case. She had expected that.

 


*         
*          *

 

But life has a way of meddling with the plans of human beings.
Saffron stayed with Mrs. Shaw while her sister had to go back to
the magistrate day after day, but after a while, she had to get
out, even if it was just for a few minutes. So she stepped outside
a few days after her escape, just to get some fresh air.
Unfortunately, she was almost immediately spotted by a beadle, who
forcefully returned her to her guardian.

Never before had Saffron seen the man that angry. He took her
over at the door and brutally dragged her to her room immediately.
Roughly shoving her inside, he situated him in front of the door
and threateningly looked down on her, cowering on the floor

“I am very disappointed in you, Saffron,” he told her, a thunder
in his voice. “You have been a very bad girl. Who has helped you to
hide from me?”

“Nobody,” she said quickly. Even if her life was forfeit now,
she would not, could not risk her sister’s safety.

“Liar,” he said and slapped her. “You have never been out of
this house on your own, you could never have hidden all alone. Who
has helped you?” Saffron stayed silent. “Don’t anger me any
further, girl … well, you will talk sooner or later.”

With those words, he left the room and locked the door behind
him.

 


*         
*          *

 

When Jasmine came back from her daily visit to the magistrate,
she found Mrs. Shaw waiting in front of her shop.

“Mr. Larkin!” the woman addressed her with tears in her eyes.
“Something horrible has happened! Your cousin was arrested!”

“Arrested, you say?” Jasmine asked back, a sick feeling slowly
creeping into her.

“She just stepped outside for a few minutes and then some
beadles came and took her. Oh, please, don’t be angry with me.”

“You couldn’t have prevented this, Mrs. Shaw,” Jasmine said
quickly. “It surely was a misunderstanding. I will go to the
magistrate himself and talk to him about it.”

Jasmine quickly made her way back to the magistrate’s residence.
Of course, it had been anything but a misunderstanding.
Nevertheless, she could not leave Saffron behind, just to save
herself. If the life in Australia on her own had taught her one
thing, then it was how to fight and survive. She would not give
in.

Luck was on her side, the house was swarming with servants and
nobody really watched as a young man slipped inside. But the luck
didn’t hold, as the door to her sister’s room was locked.

Pressing her forehead against the door, Jasmine called out
softly: “Saffron?”

“Jas?” a soft voice came from inside. “Please, flee! Don’t let
him get you.”

“I will not leave without you.”

“Ah,” she heard the magistrate’s voice behind her back, “the
culprit comes back.”

Jasmine turned around, facing the man who was responsible for
her family’s suffering. She felt no fear, just cold anger.

“At least I didn’t have to force her
into accepting me and my offer.”

That remark earned her a hard slap in the face, but she took it,
knowing that he was now angry at her and not Saffron. She could
endure it, she was strong. Magistrate Simons stared at her, his
hands were shaking worse than Dr. Connell’s had been.

“A barber,” he hissed, “she would choose a barber over me! But
we can’t have that, so what to do … what to do?” A sinister grin
dawned on the magistrate’s face, almost making Jasmine shiver.
“First of all, get rid of the rival. It’s a shame, Mr. Larkin, a
real shame. You were such an excellent barber. But you’ll
disappear, I’m afraid.”

“You can’t hide truth forever, though,” Jasmine answered, not
letting her rising fear getting the better of her.

“Believe me, there are places in which everything can be hidden
forever. And you shall see them.”

Jasmine knew she could have run for it, but what would have been
the point? He’d have concentrated on Saffron again, something which
she wanted to avoid at all costs.

 


*         
*          *

 

To say the place in which everything could be hidden forever was
dark and cold, would have been an understatement. Dark and cold
didn’t even cover half of it. It was a cell in the bowels of
Newgate, with no windows, save for the small one in the door that
was most of the time closed as well. At least, Jasmine thought as
she looked around in the dim light of a torch high up the wall, she
wasn’t alone inside. A white-haired stranger sat propped against
the far wall, dark eyes almost completely covered with the white of
blindness. When she was shoved inside, his head nevertheless came
up, a shock of unkempt and overgrown white hair moving wildly for a
moment.

“Who is there?” he asked, his voice creaky and old, but far from
broken.

“Just a new prisoner to be forgotten,” Jasmine answered, sitting
down opposite to him, right by the door.

“What did you do to deserve this, lad?”

“Fell in love with the soon-to-be bride of a magistrate.”

For a moment, he was silent, then he demanded: “Come closer,
lad, eyes aren’t what they used to be.”

Carefully, Jasmine followed his demand and let him get a good
look at her.

“What’s your profession, lad, provided you’ve got one?”

“I am … I was … a barber.”

“Barber, eh? Still got your knife on you?”

“Yes, I hid it well … or maybe they hope I put an end to my
misery myself after a while.”

“You do me a favour, lad, I do you one.”

“What kind of favour?”

“Ever killed a man, lad?”

“As a matter of fact, yes.”

The old man smiled, a vicious smile, belying his obvious
weakness. “A way out of this, lad, for a quick death.”

“What are you saying?” Jasmine asked, taken aback by that
offer.

“I was a barber, too, lad. Killed a judge, as it is, long ago.
Was thrown in here to be forgotten, but didn’t have a knife. Give
me death – and I shall give you a way out of it, if you’re
brave.”

“What have I got to lose?”

“That’s the spirit, lad, now listen … and listen closely. See
that grate in the floor? Goes right to the sewers, it does.
Mortar’s old and doesn’t hold, but the way down there’s dangerous.
A young lad like you, slender, agile, should be able to make it. An
old man like me … nay, never. But now, before you go down there,
give me respite … give me death.”

Jasmine looked down at the old man for a second. “Lift your
head.”

He did, their eyes meeting for a heartbeat as Jasmine bowed
down, cutting his throat just as swiftly as she had Beadle Harrows’
not too long ago, stepping out of the way of the blood. He died in
seconds before her very eyes.

“Rest well,” she whispered. “Except if you’ve lied to me – in
this case burn in hell forever.”

Then she bowed over the grate, pulling at it. Just as he had
said, it gave way easily enough, offering her a very small opening
in the floor. Despite the darkness and the stench coming out of it.
Jasmine wriggled into it, falling, landing in a canal obviously
leading from the prison to the main sewers. Ignoring the stench,
she followed the flow. As far as she knew, sewers like this mostly
ended in the Thames, sooner or later. Through the darkness she
followed the feeling of flowing … well, things … not knowing for
how long. Then there was a slight shimmer somewhere in front of
her, turning into a round hole in the darkness – the place where
the sewer reached the Thames. The first greyness of morning was
just lightening up the sky as she stepped into the opening. Jasmine
looked down, to the river flowing a few meters below her. The
Thames was deep, she knew it, deep enough to jump into it. And she
had learned how to swim and dive in Australia.

“Can’t be worse than that sewer,” she murmured to herself, took
a deep breath and jumped.

 

Some hundred meters downstream, Jasmine was able to leave the
river and climb upon land. She looked around, relieved not to see
the police, but also a bit disoriented. Where had she landed?

“You!” a voice behind her thundered.

“What!” she shot back, turning around.

“What’re you doing here? That’s our patch around here, that
is.”

“So what?” Jasmine shot back, looking at the hulking figure in
front of her. Never show fear, it was a lesson she had learned
early in childhood. “I’m just passing through.”

“No, you’re not,” another voice added as a weasel-like man
stepped beside the hulk. “Nobody is passing through here without
the boss knowing it.”

“Then let him know.”

“He knows and wants to see you. Move it.”

As Jasmine walked between the weasel – in front of her – and the
hulk – behind her –, she felt a bit nervous, but not afraid. Soon
enough she found herself in a true thief’s den, in the middle of a
group of men she could only describe by using the word
“cutthroats”. Still, they weren’t as worse as Simons. Their ‘boss’
was a tall man with greying hair and a long scar almost splitting
his face in two. His eyes nevertheless were sharp.

“What are you doing here?” he asked her.

“I was just passing through. Got out of Newgate and wanted to
hide before they start looking for me.”

“How?”

Jasmine looked up at him, still staying calm. “An old inmate
tipped me off, got out through a grate in the floor and the
sewer.”

“The area where the sewer meets the Thames is several meters
above the river, liar,” the weasel pointed out.

“I can swim and I can dive, apart from that it beat
‘disappearing’ inside Newgate forever.”

“Everything does, I guess,” the leader said. “But to jump down
there, you’d either have to be very desperate or very brave.”

“A bit of both,” she said. “Now, am I allowed to leave?”

“Not so fast. Why did they imprison you?”

“Ran away with the wrong girl.”

“Which one?”

Jasmine gave him a scathing look. “Not that it’s any business of
yours, but the Magistrate Simons’ bride.”

“Yes, that would explain it.” The man turned towards his
underlings. “Look at that lad, guys. He has crossed Simons and
lived. We could use such men among us, couldn’t we?” The weasel
didn’t look very convinced, but the others cheered. “What was your
profession, then?”

“I was a barber.”

“Can you take care of wounds?”

“Sure, that’s part of being a barber, isn’t it?”

Even the weasel looked convinced this time. It was obvious that
they could do with some medical help.

“But is he hard enough?” the weasel asked.

Jasmine felt the change in the air and knew she would have to
hurry. In a flash she moved, her knife resting against his throat
in a heartbeat. “You can be the third man I kill with this blade,
if you insist on a test,” she whispered into his ear. He swallowed
hard and slightly shook his head. Slowly she withdrew the
blade.

“Then it’s decided,” the boss said. “We have found ourselves a
barber.”

 


*         
*          *

 

Late that night Jasmine stood by the back entrance of her former
shop while one of the men was working on opening the door. She
still needed the rest of her equipment, one knife wouldn’t get her
far. Slipping in behind him, Jasmine quickly picked up what she
would need. As that was most of the movable contents of the shop,
the rest was left behind easily enough. Her new life – her third –
had begun.

Weeks passed during which she found far more use for her medical
knowledge than in her ability to shave or give a haircut. Even
though most of the men tried to keep their faces free of stubbles –
as every honourable citizen of London would shave –, they weren’t
interested in fashion.

 


*         
*          *

 

Magistrate Simons was not in an happy mood. The barber had not
only escaped the cell, by the look of it he had also killed –
killed fast, smooth and with a calm hand. The idea of having had
that hand close to his throat for so long made the magistrate very
uneasy. This young man, it seemed, was indeed a force to be
reckoned. The faster he married the girl, the better. Once she was
his wife…

But then, on the other hand, a cut of that knife – left to the
barber so he could end his own life –
could easily turn her into a rich widow. Better to wait until he
had the man in his hands again – and this time for murder. The
gallows would be a sure way to get rid of him. And until then he
would keep her locked up well.

“You are not going to escape me, dear girl,” he murmured to
himself. “You are not going to leave me, this way or that, not in
life and not in death. And your dangerous lover shall soon be
history. It’s one man – my men will find him in no time.”

 

Five weeks later the magistrate had to admit to himself that it
would take more time than expected to find this man. Mr. Jasper
Larkin, it seemed, had vanished from the face of earth, but the
magistrate was sure he was alive – his tools of trade had been
stolen from the barber shop. Who else but the barber would come for
them? They weren’t exactly expensive or easy to sell. Somewhere out
there the elusive Mr. Larkin was, plotting, waiting – and not
alone. Somebody else had picked the lock, somebody with
experience.

Magistrate Simons had too many enemies to take such things
lightly. What if two of them happened to meet? What if it would be
the two most dangerous ones? Jasper Larkin and who? The mysterious
Master of Thieves who resided somewhere downstream from Newgate,
perhaps? Even though nothing was known of that man’s identity, the
magistrate nevertheless had a certain suspicion about it.

Harrows had been a useful aide, but he was gone. Magistrate
Simons realized he needed a new aide, a new beadle to help him out.
He needed a guard. Harrows had been unscrupulous, good for doing
his dirty work. This time, though, he needed a reliable one, a man
ready to die for him, should need be.

Saffron Bowers, on the other hand, was no longer in his house,
he had sent her to a convent, making it
very clear to the Mother Superior she was
not going to leave it until he came for her himself. No man could
take the girl away from this place, save, perhaps, for a man with
an army. But where would a barber, a criminal on the run, get an
army?

 


*         
*          *

 

“You have sensitive hands,” the boss remarked one day, after
Jasmine had finished shaving him.

“A necessity for my profession, sir,” she answered calmly.

“And you’re always polite, too.”

“Another necessity, sir.”

“You’ve been with us for more than five weeks now, but I don’t
know more about you than I knew then.” The Master of Thieves – as
he was sometimes called – looked thoughtfully at her. “You do your
work extremely well, Mr. Larkin. In addition, you are cold-blooded
and always calm. When Jackson was testing you, you told him he’d be
the third to die through that knife of yours. Who were the other
two?”

“There was the prisoner who helped me escape. He wanted to die
instead of continuing to wait for his death.”

“And?”

Jasmine looked him straight in the eyes. “Beadle Harrows.”

“Harrows? A dangerous adversary.”

“Not when he’s drunk and stumbling through a dark alley, sir.”
Calmly Jasmine cleaned everything up. “He wasn’t very dangerous
then.”

“Well, he still was, but you were more dangerous. Is it easy?
Killing with a barber’s knife?”

“If it’s been kept appropriately sharp. A good shaving knife can
slit a throat easily enough, sir.”

“And still, people like the magistrate let someone with it near
their throat.”

“Well, so do you, sir, even someone who admits he has killed
with it before.”

The man grinned, amused. “Well, I know what danger I am in. But
they don’t. And I know you’re too cold-blooded to do something
rash, Mr. Larkin.”

“That’s right, sir.”

“Last week, when they brought in the man with the shot-wound,
you stayed absolutely calm while getting the bullet out and sewing
him up. He will not lose use of his hand. But there you were,
hot-blooded enough to run off with a girl that surely would be
missed.”

“That’s love for you, sir. Makes us all lose our heads.”

“Indeed.” The Master of Thieves leaned back. “Magistrate Simons
has always had a thing for married women, did you know that?”

“Heard about it before.”

“He ruined a lawyer, a good man, drove him to the colonies. He
ruined me, too, although there wasn’t much ruining to do, in my
case. Took a simple man and took away his honour. Well, I have
learned to live without it, haven’t I?”

“Honour is overrated, anyway,” Jasmine answered. “He has it, in
the eyes of the world, and we have not. But does it make him a
better man? I shouldn’t say so.”

“Well spoken, my friend.” Calmly the Master of Thieves leaned
back in his chair. “But one day he’ll pay for it.”

“Yes. And I just wish I could be there.”

“Oh, you will be, Mr. Larkin. I’m absolutely certain you will
be.”

“How do you mean that, sir?”

“As I say it. I’m not getting any younger and I want him to pay
for his deeds before I die – although I’m
sure I shall see him again in the purgatory.”

“So you have a plan,” Jasmine presumed.

“I do. It’s slowly evolving and you, my calm friend, play an
important role in it.”

“As a scapegoat to take the fall?”

“Certainly not. But you are fresh on his mind, because of you,
the beadles are out in force, looking for you, not for my men. And
because of you, he has sent his bride away.”

“So the marriage is off, for the time being,” Jasmine
murmured.

“Until he’s got you – but he never will. It’s strange,
though.”

“Strange, sir?”

“He fears you more than me, than any other adversary he ever
brought down. You’re just a barber, a convict on the run, as it is.
You don’t have any influential friends, you don’t have a family
behind you. You’re a stranger here in England. But he fears you.
And he’s right…”

“He is?” Now Jasmine was truly surprised.

“You are brave, lad. You have no fear, but at the same time, you
also don’t show the rashness that has killed so many brave young
men. When you kill, it’s not with hot blood, it’s because you’re
certain of what you do. Such men are rare.”

“Then what is that plan of yours?”

“We could break into his house, kill him, but what would be the
point?”

“Would make him another victim of crime.”

“That’s not what we want, is it, lad?”

“No, sir, that’s not what we want.”

The Master of Thieves nodded. “There are many ways to kill a
man, Mr. Larkin, many ways. With a knife, with a gun … and with
rumour. We can live without honour, but he? What would he be, if
anyone knew what he did in the past?”

“Dead,” Jasmine answered, without a minute’s thinking. “There
would be no place for him, not within society, not outside it.”

“I knew you would understand it.”

“But nobody would believe you or me,” she pointed out. “We’re
both nothing but felons to the world.”

“We are, yes, but there are people who will readily listen to
us. People who don’t like the honourable magistrate at all.”

“Enemies … competitors…”

“Yes. And you, my friend, will spread the word.”

“I? Every beadle in London is searching me, as you’ve pointed
out already!”

“They are, but they won’t recognize you. I’ve watched you,
shaving isn’t your only talent, lad. You’re a masterful actor. With
different clothes and behaviour, the beadles will never recognize
you.”

“Neither will the people I’m supposed to tip off.”

The Master of Thieves grinned. “They will not have to recognize
you, lad. They just will have to know you’re a man with information
about Simons. Quite some of his enemies are always ready to listen
to stories about him. You will not only tell stories, you will name
names.”

“So they can investigate on their own.” Slowly Jasmine realized
just how cunning the plan was.

“Yes, so they can find out. We will not give them all the
information, just enough so they will be interested.”

“The more of it they find out by themselves, the more they will
believe. That’s brilliant, sir.”

“Now, what can you be?”

“An old man, sir. Played that role before, once. It was quite
successful.”

“How successful?”

“Well,” Jasmine said, grinning herself now, “the Beadle Harrows,
who saw me almost every day, never recognized me.”

“Show me.”

Looking around, Jasmine took an old coat and hat from a hook on
the wall and put them on. Hunching over, she changed her stance
completely.

“Not bad,” the Master of Thieves said, “but your hair…”

“A handful of flour should take care of that, will make it
white.” Jasmine’s voice sounded old and creaky now, just like that
of the old man Harrows had talked to in the pub – which she had
been, indeed.

“Lad, you’re a wonder. You could even fool me.”

“People see what they want to see, sir,” Jasmine answered,
slipping back into her normal voice. “They see an old coat, white
hair and hear a creaky voice and think they’re looking at an old
man. They see a man in expensive clothes, riding a coach and having
servants and think he’s honourable.”

“Well put, Mr. Larkin. Well, soon we shall start spreading
rumour … and then, one day, we shall deal the final blow to the
noble Magistrate Simons in person.”

 


*         
*          *

 

Magistrate Simons was more than just furious. Stories, old and
long buried, were rising from the dead, just to harm him. Crimes
and sins committed in his past, in his youth, ages ago, were
dragged up to the light of the sun. His enemies found themselves
supplied with ammunition against him that could easily be his
social death. But who was spreading them? The young barber? Surely
not, he couldn’t know half of them, being as young as he was. The
Master of Thieves? Could know them, but he was too easily
recognized to just walk around London in broad daylight. And he had
all of the police still searching for the barber. That man could
not show his face either.

At least, his pretty Saffron was still safe in the custody of
the Mother Superior, he had just checked on her the day before. But
the young barber had spoilt her, she was more averse to marrying
him than she had been before. He would have to make sure she saw
her dangerous lover die, once he had the man in his hands. But when
would that happen?

And his new beadle was trustworthy, a man with a shadowy past,
but strong and fearless. And which man, these days, had no shadowy
past? Everybody had secrets. He might lack Harrows’ special
abilities, but with things the way they were going, he was the
right choice, Beadle Thompson was. A trusty man, a strong man and a
man ready to die for his master. He was perfect.

Simons looked at the letters he had received this very day.
There were some hinting a knowledge they shouldn’t have, basically
blackmailing him. Others were not so subtle, telling him of
inquiries going on. He could deal with blackmail, it was those who
did not use the knowledge for their own success in the world he was
wary about. An honest man was a dangerous enemy, a dishonest man
could be dealt with.

Suddenly, there was a sharp knock on the door. Simons looked
up.

“Enter!” he called out, expecting a servant. Instead, a
colleague entered.

“Simons, I thought I should see you about this.” The man threw a
few old documents on the table, documents which Simons knew and
rather wished he didn’t.

“What is that?” he nevertheless asked.

“You tell me, Simons, before I go to the others about it.”

“What do you want me to tell? Those might not have been wise,
but I was young then, had just started working as a judge. Later
on, when I became a magistrate myself, when I had gained more
experience, I would have liked to change them, but it was too late.
You of all magistrates should know that the laws of our country are
complicated.”

“Well, nevertheless, it looks very bad, Simons.” The other
magistrate turned around. “I shall keep it silent, for now, treat
it as a sin of youth. But I shall not be silent any longer, if I
find out more about that.”

“How did you find those?” the magistrate asked back.

“That was strange … an old man came to see me.”

“Did he sport a large scar on his face?”

“Well, I didn’t see much of his face, but no, I didn’t see a
scar. He was poor, obviously, but quite polite. He didn’t tell me
much, just talked about a friend of his, sentenced for a crime he
had not committed, told me the name of his friend and the year –
and the names of a few others. The rest I found out on my own.”

Silently, Simons was seething with anger. Not the Master of
Thieves, nor the barber, but yet another enemy, one of old, it
seemed. And he had thought he had gotten rid of them all. Could it
get any worse?

 


*         
*          *

 

“Things are moving,” the Master of Thieves remarked during
another shave, a couple of weeks after they had started their plan.
“We’ve chosen well. There are some who will use that knowledge only
to achieve their own goals. Others, though, will use it to get him
out of office.”

“And then, sir?”

“Well, he’ll wriggle out of it at first. He’s not been a
politician – sort of – for so long without learning a trick or two.
But it will weight down on him, the blackmailing as well as the
constant need to protect and explain himself. And all the time we
will continue. He’s got enough skeletons in his closet to fill
Highgate cemetery, after all.”

“How long can we continue doing it, though? He will know it’s
someone from his past.”

“There are so many victims in his past, he could spent the rest
of his miserable life sorting through them, lad.” Calmly the Master
of Thieves leaned back. “And look at his new aide, Beadle Thompson.
A good man, but neither very smart nor very hard to avoid.”

“A bear of a man, but not very fast.”

“Exactly. I wager you could cut his throat and be out of the way
before he ever would realize he’s wounded. On the other hand, only
a man like him would lay his life down for a man like Simons.”

“The other beadles are getting a bit restless,” Jasmine had to
admit. “They can’t find a trace of me – and Simons getting more and
more nervous surely doesn’t make their lives easier, either.”

“No, I don’t think it does. Tomorrow, you’ll talk to Magistrate
Lowell. He’s a very good man, doesn’t take bribes and stays true to
the laws.”

“What story shall I give him, sir?”

“Give him our best, lad, the story of the good Jasper Bowers.
Lowell was a lawyer himself, once, the story of a fellow in his
profession, being sent to the colonies by force, should be more
enraging than everything else.”

“But we should change the looks of our stranger.”

“You think so?”

“Would be wise, sir. I’m sure some people who confronted Simons
will have told him of that old man coming to see them. What about a
young fellow, one with, say, a missing eye and a heavy Australian
accent?” She imitated the accent she had fought so hard once she
had left the colony. “Could have heard that story from an old
inmate, could have been born in Australia and come to England for a
visit.”

“Good. Makes it more authentic, even. What else would an unhappy
man do than tell others about his demise?”

“And who would listen more closely than a young boy? One who’s
never been to London, but wants to know more about it?”

“You do that, Mr. Larkin. Let an Australian lad tell Mr. Lowell
about the fate of the poor Mr. Bowers.”

 


*         
*          *

 

The next day, with her hair combed into her face, one eye
covered with a patch, run-down clothes and an accent more heavy
than she had had herself once, Jasmine stood at the door of
Magistrate Lowell’s home. After explaining herself to his butler,
she just waited a few more moments until the magistrate was ready
to see her.

“Come in, young man,” he greeted her at the door. “Now, what can
I do for a young man from the colonies?”

“You see, sir,” she answered, slipping easily into her accent,
“there’s something I have been thinking about for a long time. When
I was still living with my parents, in Australia, I used to know a
man, a prisoner there. He’s been long dead now, sir, but when I was
a lad, I used to talk to him. And he told me his story, although
I’m not sure, these days, if he’s been honest with me.”

“Tell me that story, then, young man. Maybe I can help you.”

“Well, you see, sir, that man’s name was Bowers, Jasper Bowers.
He’d been sent to Australia for a crime he didn’t commit. They
forced him to come to the colonies – which I like, mind you, sir,
but I wasn’t imprisoned there – and there he was imprisoned until
his death. He told me that, one night, a beadle came to his house,
stole one of his baby daughters from the crib and forced him to
enter a ship bound for Australia, where he locked that man in, with
the baby.”

“Terrible. Did he mention a name?”

“Harlow … Harper … Harvey … Harrows, yes, that’s it,
Harrows.”

“I know this name. What happened then?”

Seeing the man had already gotten hooked – and would easily draw
the line from Harrows to his master –, Jasmine plunged on: “Well,
the moment he set a foot on Australian soil, he was arrested for
crimes he never had committed in England. Only because of the girl
he wasn’t put behind bars, but then he died. Of a broken heart, my
mother used to say. You see, he had a wife in London, and a second
daughter, too. He missed them terribly, spoke of them almost every
day. Do you think I might find them, sir, at least tell them what
really happened? He always thought his wife would think he left out
of his free will.”

“I doubt this will be possible. But I will investigate. Where
can I reach you?”

“Can’t say now, sir, will travel around, but I will come back to
London in a couple of weeks. If you allow it, I’ll drop in again
then.”

“Good. I will work on it. Can you tell me what profession this
Mr. Bowers had?”

“He was a lawyer, sir. That’s what made the story so sad.”

“Indeed,” the man said.

 

“Well?” the Master of Thieves asked, the moment Jasmine came
back to the hide-out.

“He was very interested in the story, sir. And I have no doubt
he’ll follow it.”

“Good. And the Australian lad will throw Simons off, too.”

“He definitely will, sir.”

 


*         
*          *

 

And now even another enemy had surfaced! Magistrate Simons was
cursing under his breath. An Australian had tipped off Lowell –
Lowell of all people! – about Jasper Bowers. A coincidence? The
magistrate doubted it. It all fit far too neatly together. Surely,
a man from Australia would know more about Bowers’ fate than a man
from London – and this was something the Master of Thieves could
not know much about. But why would a young man go to see a
magistrate about it? Didn’t he have better things to do than that,
being in London?

The Australian probably had left the city already, the old man
seemed to have disappeared. Would this end now – or was it just the
beginning? He needed to find out about Bowers’ fate. Whether that
man was still alive or dead – and what had become of his daughter.
But finding out would take time, a lot of time.

 


*         
*          *

 

“He is losing support right and left, sir,” Jasmine remarked,
scanning through the newspaper. “It has even leaked to the press
now.”

“Excellent. And he’s getting more and more nervous – or so the
spies I have checking on him tell me.”

“When will we move against him in person?”

“When we know how to really hit him.”

“He’s still got quite some support from those who blackmail
him.”

“Yes,” the Master of Thieves admitted, “he’s still got that, but
they will desert him, once he’s no longer a powerful man.”

“Too true, sir,” Jasmine agreed. “How can we hit him hardest?
His more heinous crimes have already been brought to the
light.”

“Those have weakened him, but we want him to act in person. So
we need to find his real weakness. What he really is obsessed
with.”

“Saffron Bowers,” Jasmine murmured, realizing just how obsessed
with her sister the magistrate had to be. After all, there was no
money in it for him, the only thing he got out of marrying her, was
possessing her.

“Your girl?”

“He has raised her and now he wants to marry her. He couldn’t
have her mother.”

“So, maybe he’s after the money.”

“What money, sir? Saffron has no money to her name, as her
father was sent to the colonies, all his money was confiscated. The
only thing she could offer a man is herself.”

“No wonder he went that far to get you out of the way,
then.”

“Yes. If you look at it from that point of view, it really makes
sense.” Jasmine shivered slightly. “He wants this girl, is obsessed
with possessing her. And then I turn up, a young man, not rich, but
more pleasing to her eyes.”

“And a man who’s honest and ready to fight for the love of his
life,” the Master of Thieves added with a grin. “How could our dear
magistrate compete with such a person?”

“He had to get me out of the way … and he thought he could let
me disappear inside the prison walls forever.”

“But you got out of there, lad. You escaped from Newgate and he
hasn’t been able to find you. He’s probably most anxious that you
should find out where his precious bride is now. You could get her
and disappear with her forever.”

“And I would do it – but by now my heart wants revenge as well
as Saffron.”

“He has angered a tiger and will now pay the price.”

“He will, sir. I won’t just take her and run – even should I get
the chance. I want to see him ruined now, not necessarily dead, but
surely ruined.”

“Being ruined and alive will surely hurt him more than being
dead.”

“Yes.” Jasmine thought about it. “We shall find out where
Saffron is – and let him know his ‘enemies’ know it. I think that
both, the old man and the Australian lad, will make an appearance
again.”

“Indeed, they will. First of all, you should visit Lowell again.
It’s time the Australian lad asks about Emily Bowers and her
daughter. While you do that, my spies will work on finding the
place where he’s keeping young Miss Bowers hidden.”

“And then?”

“The old man will also make an appearance again. Magistrate
Parker surely will be interested in getting some more
documents.”

“Both Lowell and Parker don’t take bribes, they are very strict.
With both of them on his trail, Simons will be in real
trouble.”

“And then,” the Master of Thieves added, “he will learn about an
attempt to free his ward. He surely will act on it then.”

“And we shall have our revenge, sir,” Jasmine said.

“Yes, we shall have our revenge, my friend.”

 


*         
*          *

 

Two more weeks passed before one of the men brought them good
news: Saffron was in a convent just outside London.

“I know that one,” the Master of Thieves pointed out that very
night. “It’s an old, fortified building, not easy to get into. And
somehow I’m still a bit nervous when it comes to threatening
nuns.”

“That might not be necessary at all,” Jasmine answered him. “If
we do it right, Simons himself will take Saffron outside and we can
just get him there. No need to bother the nuns.”

“Yes, that might work. Provided you are seen there more than
once.”

“Will that be a problem?”

“No, the convent actually is close to the river. Disappearing
will be easy enough. But first we’ll have to completely ruin him.
How do you feel about visiting Parker again with some more
documents?”

“Sounds like a good plan. And Mr. Lowell should also have some
news for the Australian lad.”

 


*         
*          *

 

Magistrate Simons started to feel like a cornered animal. Parker
had just left, with another pack of documents he’d gotten from that
wretched old man. This time he was going to act on them, he had
said. And Lowell – the former lawyer Lowell of all people! – was
twice as interested in the whereabouts of Emily and Saffron Bowers
than ever before, after that Australian had visited him again. The
only thing he could still do to prevent a complete disaster was
resigning. If he stepped back with grace now, Parker would let old
things lie. And if he stepped back now, Lowell might stop looking
for two women who should not be found: one dead and one hidden from
the world.

Only maybe, just maybe, Saffron wasn’t hidden well enough. The
men he had put on lookout around the convent had reported various
sights of a young man who could or could not be Jasper Larkin. He
couldn’t take any chances. Larkin had to be in league with the
devil himself, judging from the things he had done after being sent
to Newgate. He had killed, disappeared, probably been part of the
group spreading rumours about him and now found the supposedly
secure place where the girl he was doing it all for was hidden.

A knock on the door pulled him from his thoughts. A servant
entered with a small bundle of letters. Most of them were nothing
special, but the last the Magistrate picked up made him curse out
loud.

 

Magistrate Simons,

 

tonight I will finally free my dear Saffron from your evil
clutches and take her to a safe place, leaving you to pay for the
many sins you have committed throughout your life.

Don’t think you or your men will be able to stop
me.

 

Jasper Larkin

 

Even if it would be the last thing he did, Magistrate Simons
would never allow any other man to touch this girl. Saffron Bowers
would either be his or no man’s at all. This night he would take
her out of the convent and should the barber turn up, he would kill
him. Should that not be possible, he would see to the girl’s
end.

 


*         
*          *

 

“This is the night,” Jasmine murmured, watching the huge, black
form of the convent against the full moon.

“Yes, this is the night,” the Master of Thieves agreed. “This is
the night of payback for Simons.”

They watched in silence as a coach approached the building.
Simons left it, together with his new aide. A few subtle signs by
the Master of Thieves sent his men to their assigned positions.
That coach was not going to leave in a hurry, not with two of the
most daring young thieves sliding underneath it and cutting the
horses’ harnesses. Any quick start of the animals would now leave
the coach behind.

The heavy oak door of the convent was thrown open again, Simons,
his aide and Saffron left it, the girl being forcefully pulled out
against her will. Jasmine rose and let out a sharp, loud whistle.
The horses, already jittery because of the men they had smelled too
close to their legs, immediately reared and started to run. They
pulled the coachman from his seat and disappeared into the
night.

“That was nice,” the Master of Thieves commented beside her.

“Learned that trick back in Australia.”

As the magistrate’s men moved forward, so did the thieves. All
of them had nothing to lose and usually a score to settle with the
beadles, too. Jasmine stepped completely out of her hiding, so the
magistrate could see her well.

“I wrote you your men wouldn’t be able to stop me, didn’t I?”
she asked him.

Magistrate Simons stared at her in utter disbelief, then turned
to the beadle right behind him, the one who had replaced Harrows.
“Thompson, you take the girl away from here.”

Jasmine was not going to let that happen. She stepped into the
beadle’s path. Thompson was huge and broad-shouldered, but neither
very quick nor very bright. Everyone in the streets knew that.

“What are you waiting for, Thompson? You have your orders. Don’t
let a single man stand in your way.”

“It’s not just a single man,” the Master of Thieves pointed out
and stepped into the light as well. “Although
this man would rather like to have a word
with you instead.”

That very moment Magistrate Simons snapped. “Thompson, kill
her!” he screamed out. “If I can’t have her, nobody will!”

Loyal to a fault, the huge man turned towards Saffron. Jasmine
couldn’t let it happen, she ran forward, pulling the straight razor
out of her pocket. As the man lifted a knife, she pushed her sister
aside. While his hand shot downwards, Jasmine’s came up, the sharp
silver blade sparkling in the moonlight. It touched his skin, bit
into the flesh, painting a thin, red line across his throat as his
knife slashed across her left cheek. But Jasmine felt no pain, nor
the warm, wet blood that started to spray from both wounds. Her own
cut was quite shallow, Thompson on the other hand collapsed with a
terrible slowness, until he finally rested in a puddle of his own
blood. Jasmine turned in time to see her sister swoon. She managed
to catch Saffron, before the girl could hit the ground. But she
wasn’t done yet.

“Jackson,” she said without turning, “take her to a safe
place.”

The man, stunned by seeing that their harmless barber could
really kill like that, nodded and shuffled forward. Jasmine didn’t
wait for him to leave, she stepped beside the Master of Thieves,
facing the magistrate again.

 


*         
*          *

 

Simons couldn’t believe it. His worst nightmares were turning
into reality right before his eyes. The barber and the thief had
worked together to bring him down – and accomplished a feat none of
his other enemies had ever come close to accomplishing.

“What do you want from me?” he hissed at them.

“Justice,” the barber said with a sardonic smile. “Justice for
my dear Saffron’s parents and sister. Justice for all the people
you ruined on your way to the top. Justice for all the people you
ruined out of greed or lust.”

“I personally want to make sure you enter purgatory before it’s
my time,” the Master of Thieves added. “We will have enough time to
get even there. You are ruined, everyone will believe you ended
your own life.”

“You won’t find a place to run to, neither of you.”

“Well, I’m quite comfortable here in London,” the old thief
said. “I have no intention of going anywhere at all.”

“And I disappeared inside Newgate, didn’t I?” the barber pointed
out. “Officially I was never sentenced, so I’m free to go wherever
I want … especially if it’s back to the colonies.”

“Only to be arrested upon arrival, together with her.”

“I am a citizen there,” the young man reminded him, “I can come
and go as I please. The same, of course, goes for my wife.”

“You will not marry her! Never!” Magistrate Simons stepped
forward, hoping to intimidate the young man, but the barber didn’t
beat an eyelash.

“You will not stop us from getting married, Magistrate. I’ve
killed already, do you think I’d shy away from taking another
life?”

“I’m still a magistrate!”

“By name, but not by influence … we saw to that.” A smug smile
played along the old thief’s lips. “I’m sure your colleagues will
prefer the news of your death to the long and difficult process of
getting you out of office.”

Unfortunately, the wretched criminal was right about that. He
had now lost most of his men, those thieves, robbers and murderers
were more than a match for them. The army he thought a poor barber
would never find turned out to be extremely dangerous.

Magistrate Simons decided not to face the danger of dying
himself. He shoved the barber, who wasn’t as solidly build as the
thief, out of the way and ran towards the Thames which he knew to
flow nearby.

 

He had almost reached the river, despite more than once
stumbling in the dark, when he heard hasty steps behind his
back.

“Simons, why that hurry?” the young barber asked. “Surely you
can spent a few more minutes with some old acquaintances.”

“Don’t test my patience, Mr. Larkin.”

“Actually, it’s not Larkin, Magistrate, it’s Bowers. And it’s
not Jasper either.”

What the hell was that young man saying? Bowers had not had a
son. The young man continued:

“It’s Jasmine. Saffron and I are not lovers, Magistrate. We are
sisters, as it is.”

“Liar! I always could tell a man from a woman.”

“Obviously you can’t, sir.”

There the barber was, a slim silhouette against the huge, white
moon. Could it really be? But why would a girl go through all
this?

“Why do you pretend to be a man, provided it’s not a lie you’re
telling me?”

“Obviously you’ve never thought about a woman’s place in this
world, Magistrate,” the barber answered. “As a girl, I was lost and
damned in Australia. But as a boy – with my hair cut and wearing
simple, baggy clothes – I could learn a profession and take care of
myself. I didn’t need to sell my body, either to a man who’d be my
husband or to a man who’d be my customer. I could go where I
wanted, I could come back to England, find my sister, find those
who were responsible for my parents’ deaths and have my revenge on
them.”

“What are you talking about?”

The young man smiled grimly. “Beadle Harrows? My knife ended his
life, quickly and efficiently. Dr. Connell? You’d be surprised
about the number of poisonous animals in Australia, if you ever
went there. You are the last on my list. I would have let you live,
in order to take Saffron to safety, but you took her back and tried
to ‘remove’ me just like my father.”

“A woman could never do what you did tonight.”

“Shows how little you know about women, Magistrate. We aren’t
all fragile little things. My mother wasn’t, was she? She withstood
all the things you did to her – or had done to her – in order to
break her will. She chose death instead of submission. And Saffron,
too, withstood you.”

The magistrate looked at the barber again and this time his eyes
widened. Those eyes, those dark, open eyes. Not a trace of falsity
in them, only truth and knowledge. Why had he never seen it before?
How could he have been so blind? Emily Bowers was looking at him
through those eyes.

“You have her eyes,” he whispered, his voice almost broken.

“What do you expect? Saffron and I are twins and she’s got our
father’s blue eyes. Why should I not have the brown eyes our mother
had?”

Simons felt the last of his blood drain from his face. He didn’t
even have the strength left for one more step.

“Very well then,” he said, rising to his complete height. “Cut
my throat as well. That’s what you’re here to do, isn’t it?”

“No,” she answered. “Tell me, Magistrate, do you know how to
swim?”

What kind of question was that? “No, I don’t.”

“Then,” she said softly, approaching him, “I suggest you learn
very fast, Magistrate Simons. And try not to swallow too much water
… you could catch all diseases on God’s earth in the Thames.”

Before he had fully understood what she meant, she had reached
him and given him a hard push. He stumbled backwards and all in a
sudden his foot stepped into empty space. He fell, screaming, into
the black, stinking waters below. His mouth was still open when he
hit the surface. He didn’t close it, suffocating immediately was
better than dying slowly in the water – or living as a destitute
outcast of society.

 


*         
*          *

 

Jasmine looked down into the river, seeing the body of the
magistrate being swallowed hungrily by the water. It was done, the
man who had caused so much trouble for her family was no more.
Slowly she walked back to the others. The Master of Thieves had not
followed her, obviously knowing what she was set on doing.

“Is it done?” was all he asked when she came back.

“Yes.”

“Then we shall leave.”

Jasmine just nodded. The only thing left now was getting Saffron
and herself out of the country, preferably healthy and alive. As
they entered a couple of boats to get back to their hideout
quickly, she looked down into the water again. The black waters of
the Thames were completely still again, not even tiny waves
rippling over the surface. The great river didn’t show at all it
had just swallowed a demon in human form whole. Who knew where it
would spit out the body again?

When they had almost reached the hideout, the Master of Thieves
broke the silence:

“You want to leave quickly now, just in case, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Jasmine admitted.

“I know a priest I could get to come over and marry the two of
you within an hour. And I know a captain bound for Australia who
will keep silent about your real reasons for leaving the country.
Before daybreak the two of you could be out of the country.”

“Sounds good.”

“It’s the least I can do for you now, lad.”

Jasmine looked up into the night sky. The idea of looking up and
seeing the familiar stars over Australia again sounded so very
tempting right at the moment. It would be so good to be home again.
And she was sure Saffron would love it there. It was so spacious
and open a country, a life so unlike the one her sister had led in
the past.

 

Saffron was waiting right at the entrance of the hideout and ran
towards Jasmine the moment they all arrived.

“I was so worried for you,” she whispered and wrapped her arms
around her twin sister.

Jasmine did the same, holding Saffron close. To everyone around
them, she realized, it made the story of the eloping couple even
more realistic.

“I need to talk to you,” Jasmine whispered back.

Together they stepped outside and behind a couple of bushes.

“Your cheek,” Saffron said worried.

“It’s a shallow cut, I’ll treat it as soon as we’ve spoken. We
need to go through with the plan for the time being, Saffron. The
Master of Thieves has offered me to call a priest over here to wed
us. And we can be on a ship bound for Australia before
sunrise.”

“That’s wonderful!”

“So you still want to do it? Marry me, even though we’re
sisters, just for the look of it?”

“Yes,” her sister said shyly. “What will it be like, in
Australia?”

“It’s an open country with a young society. There are only few
people from nobility over there, so the merchants and craftsmen
pretty much make up the high society – at least for the moment.
Many of the men and women living there have either come as
sentenced criminals themselves or are the children of people who
came to Australia like that. But they are not dangerous. Most of
them led a hard life in England, were not able to survive in legal
ways. They are working hard in Australia, because it means a good
life for them. We’ll have to work hard, too, to make it, but it’s
possible. We’ll go to the small town where I’ve been living during
my apprenticeship. I know a lot of people there, that will help
with the start.”

“And we’ll live there as a married couple?”

“Until you find a man you’d rather like to stay with. Then we
shall divorce.”

“If that happens,” Saffron murmured.

“Then come back in, I’ll treat my wound and those of the men who
fought with me, afterwards we’ll get married.”

 

The ceremony was a short one, but at least the guests were
really happy for the couple. The Master of Thieves had even come up
with two rings – a final present for a man who had made life easier
for them with his abilities. Afterwards, a couple of the thieves
accompanied them to the docks where they boarded a small, but
seaworthy-looking ship.

By the time the sun came up behind the horizon, Jasmine and
Saffron were lying in a small cabin, cuddled together and sleeping
soundly.
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