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Tetragrammaton





In his malcontent, Magnus Malachi paced the dirt floor of the old stable, then walked slowly to the open door and peered warily around its edge deep into the night sky. He leant on a long staff, stroking its whalebone handle with his thin, grubby fingers.


‘It still comes, Tersias, the star is upon us,’ he squawked as he looked at the approaching comet and fretfully plucked pieces of his thin black goatee beard from his chin. ‘Astound me with your predictions. The comet has to be repelled before it destroys the world and my little piece of the kingdom.’ He snarled as he turned and looked across the dark stable to the small boy who sat quietly behind the bars of his cage. ‘I was right to buy you, the best guinea I have ever spent,’ he muttered as he stalked about. ‘Who would pay that for a blind beggar? they said. The man must be a fool, they said. Now who’s the fool?’ he shouted. ‘I have me a prophet boy, an oracle beyond oracles. Ask him a question an’ he tells no lies … the secrets of the universe are lodged between his cabbage ears and all for a guinea piece.’


Tersias sat on a small wooden three-legged stool next to his tattered bed. Holding on to the thick metal bars that made up the walls and roof of his painted gold cage, he peered out through his blind eyes into a black world. He knew Malachi was nearby – he could smell the heavy scent of myrrh that was pressed into Malachi’s long beard to make it glisten. He could hear the rubbing of his boots against the hard ground and sense the dragging of Malachi’s foot as he clumsily paced up and down.


Tersias had endured twelve winters, and for the last month he had been locked in his cage with only enough room to walk five blind strides. He had grown frailer with each day, and his once fitted jacket hung like a ragged cotton sack across his hunched shoulders.


‘So what do you say, boy? Will my charm work, will it stop the heavens crashing to the earth?’ Malachi sniffed and dribbled as he spoke. ‘I have to know …’ He croaked like a thin crow perched in the dead branches of a witch tree.


‘It will not destroy the city,’ the boy said slowly, rubbing his soft white thumb against the bars of his prison. ‘I cannot lie to you. Your spell is useless, there is no one to hear your mumblings.’


‘Mumblings?’ growled Malachi in reply as he wafted his tattered coat back and forth and lashed out with his bone-staff, smashing it against the side of the cage. ‘I don’t mumble … This is an art, a profession of the highest degree. It isn’t a mumble – mumbles are for fat old hags that charge a penny for a wart cure. I paid seven guineas for these grimoires, they have curses that were spoken by the ancients … You say the comet will not strike the earth but my charm has no effect. How can it be?’


‘You asked me the future and I know what is whispered to me, but how or why are not of my understanding,’ the boy said quietly.


Malachi stormed about the stable, throwing logs onto the fire. They crashed into the flames, sending bright red sparks up the smithy chimney and scattering hot coals in the hearth. ‘Then I will chant it again and cast the spell once more,’ he declared. He reached into the large, tatty leather bag that hung from his shoulder on a long strap. He rummaged deep inside, feeling into the corners, his hand quickly searching amongst bones and claws, string and hair.


‘Got you!’ he screamed merrily as he pulled out a long thin dried finger that had been severed at the fattest knuckle. ‘I will make the charm with this, Tersias,’ he said, and he scurried to the large table that stood like an alchemist’s altar by the far wall and dipped the tip of the wizened finger into the candle flame. Malachi carefully burnt the fingertip until the fire charred it deep black, then, taking a large pewter plate, he scratched a circle into its centre.


‘Severed finger, drownèd man … Catch the Hekat if you can … Come hither, spirits, from near and far … Work my desire, destroy the star …’ He hopped and pointed the smouldering digit from earth to sky as he danced clumsily around the room casting the spell.


He rummaged in the bag again, took a scoop of black powder and sprinkled it with a shaking of salt over the etched circle. He then slowly scratched seven deep gouges from the centre of the plate to its rim, filling the furrows with the powder as he tipped six large drips of thick oil from a chipped pot jug. Three drips of hot wax were dribbled precisely into the hub of the powder, splattering and sizzling as they hit the mixture. Malachi settled the plate in the middle of the long table, then, taking the finger again, scraped a hole in the centre of the mound of powder, lit the fingertip with the candle and ignited the plate.


There was a sudden blue flash as the essence exploded, sending a cloud of dense sulphurous smoke high into the roof. The plate glowed red-hot as the embers fizzled across the table, shooting out sparks in every direction. The powder bubbled the metal with an intense, blinding heat, sending claws of hot pewter burrowing into the oak table.


‘So mote it be …’ Malachi stuttered as he brushed the burning glimmerings from his beard, wiped the smoke from his eyes, then scratched his head with the stump of the severed finger. He slowly walked to the door and peered outside into the night.


For several long minutes Malachi gazed nervously at the comet as it grew brighter and brighter, its long white tail flicking from side to side as it twisted and spun towards the earth.


Tersias sat quietly, picking the loose thread from the sleeve of his coat and singing to himself. He tried to remember life before his kidnapping, a time when he could see reality and not just the faces of the secret visitors who arrived unannounced and invisible to the world, whispering the future to him. They would come most often when he was falling to sleep and murmur his name. In his mind he could see them – vague, drawn faces that seldom smiled. Bitter, caustic voices that rasped against the ears in words. Now they would come on command: as soon as a question was asked they would whisper their reply and he would give it as if it came from his own lips.


‘Best he be blind …’ The words echoed through his mind over and over again, spoken by his mother before he was taken away. ‘A blind beggar is better than a lop foot or cacky hand. Earn more money, blind boy – blind man, better for sympathy when begging be done.’


They were the only words spoken by his mother that he could remember. His memory allowed him to see her face before the blast of white burning light gouged his sight and plunged him into darkness and the shadow land he had walked since that childhood day. Again and again he built the sour picture in his mind, pondering on what had happened after he woke from his shocked sleep and felt the thick cloth swathes wrapped around his head, keeping out the light and sticking to the thick, scaly scabs that covered his eyes.


It was when strange hands pulled the cloth roughly from his skin that he knew he was blind and alone, stolen from his home. He could never forget the childish panic that ran through his legs and quivered his lips before spilling out as fresh tears and breath-stealing sobs. His infant words had screamed for his mother, shouted her name, but answer came none. In the maddening thoughts that raced through his mind he thought she was there, hiding from him just out of sight, somewhere very near. Hide and seek, that’s all he could think of – that she would take off this dark mask and he would see her face and not know her betrayal.


Instead it had been dark corners of stinking rooms, picking lice from his skin and eating the crumbs from another’s table. Rough hands and harsh words from a stranger who gave neither love nor name and tied him to the begging post in Covent Garden were all his young days knew. Long hours of beating rain and biting cold had stripped tender flesh almost to the bone as he held out his hands for the grace of passing strangers.


His sightless, scarred face had brought the pity of the hardest heart. He would beg, blue-lipped, for a widow’s mite or fop’s shilling. He was a favourite of the nighthawks who bustled in their thick skirts and passed him pleasantries and half-eaten sops of bread. Then, as the last lamps were snuffed out, Rough-hands would return and take him back to the garret, dragging him through the damp streets, up two flights of narrow stairs and into the high loft, taking from him the begging bag and silently counting the money, penny by penny.


Then on Walpurgis Night, when Rough-hands slept, the creature came for the first time. Between long drunken snores, Tersias could hear the cracking of the floorboards as the room filled with a dark oppression. As he huddled into the shabby blanket and wrapped his feet from the nibbling rats, it slowly and purposefully encircled him with its deathly presence. He could sense through each nerve and breath that something hovered over him, filling the room with its foul stench. Tersias squeezed himself into a tight knot, hoping to become so small that he would not be seen. He pulled his knees to his chest and covered his blind eyes for fear that they would somehow see what was before him.


A dark voice beside him quietly spoke. ‘I am the Wretchkin. When you dance with me, it’s always to my tune.’ He felt a velvet hand stroke his face. ‘Creatures of power always need their little pixies and dryads to do their bidding and you can be my dryad. In return I will give you a perfect gift that will astound the world and make you great … Nothing I give will be nugatory.’


In a brief moment a sharp spike seemed to rip through his face, throwing back his head and twisting his neck as he was thrust against the damp plaster and pressed to the floor by an unseen power that rushed through his mouth and swirled in his head. Then, suddenly, the presence was gone and the room echoed again to the snoring of Rough-hands, propped in a chair by the dampening fire.


It was then that the voices of the Wretchkin came like the first faint whispering of confessional conversation. Tersias thought he was surrounded by a scornful crowd of gawpers, that the room was filled with people laughing and cajoling him. He answered the mocking and was quickly told to be silent by the gruff voice of his faceless keeper speaking in his sleep as he slobbered and bibbed back and forth.


The voices continued to whisper news of tomorrow, great events, pageants and hangings. He was surrounded by their babble. They filled his mind, echoed in each sinew. Sometimes the voices of the Wretchkin would talk together, bringing rumours from far off places for him to overhear. It was as if the voices were in his head and only he could hear them, that they were messengers that spoke only to him. The next night he spoke back to the Wretchkin. At first, he thought they couldn’t hear him, but as the image of their faces grew in his mind he spoke boldly. From then on they would come like attending angels proclaiming the future.


‘Don’t tell them who speaks to you, Tersias,’ they would call in one voice as they left him alone as the dawn broke. ‘He’ll think you’re mad, lead-lipped and mercury-minded.’ They laughed and quipped like a choir of Minster boys.


In the days to come, Tersias was sold on from Rough-hands to a Limehouse noose-maker, then lost in a match of French Jack, a wager in a game of cards. He was left by London Bridge, forgotten by his drunken master, and fell for a guinea into the hands of Magnus Malachi, dealer in treatments, purveyor of the darkness and caster of curses. The Wretchkin followed him to the stable, where he was locked in a caged manger. They were always ready to speak, always near and without name.


It was by an irresistible compulsion that Tersias unwittingly uttered his first oracle. Malachi had been bent over his pot, scrying the dark waters for a foresight of the future. He had muttered his oath and his questioning was overheard by the Wretchkin. They whispered the answer to Tersias, who could not contain his voice and shouted out Malachi’s desire and what fate would befall him. It was then that Malachi double-locked the cage and set up his bed in the stable. He lit the smithy fire and kept Tersias from begging in the street.


There had followed countless questions and exhortations that had tested the Wretchkin in their devotion to Tersias. Each time Malachi asked, they answered, uttering through the lips of the youth the precise reply that Malachi wanted to hear. In the four long weeks of his confinement, Tersias had spoken the words of these creatures many times.


Malachi had leapt with joy as his newfound prophet surpassed his wild dreaming. Tersias had spoken of the coming comet time and again as it had secretly approached through space. Malachi had stomped his whalebone staff unbelievingly into the ground and called him a meddler, scraping one foot against the dry ground like a raging bull. Then all suddenly changed when he found the tattered pages of the London Chronicle and read for himself of the great discovery. Tersias could feel the rising convulsions of awe and panic that overflowed from Malachi, making him virtually speechless other than repeating the words louder and louder – the comet, the comet.


Now the comet was here, stretching from one side of the dark night sky to the other. The spectacle had come and London was deserted. The rats had fled the houses after the first bombardment of sky-ice that had cracked the atmosphere and burnt its way into the earth’s crust. Tersias and Malachi were the only ones to still inhabit the stable yard that clung to the back wall of the Cross Keys inn to the north of Cheapside. Every lodging lout, guttersnipe and vagabond had abandoned the city; all that could be heard was the cry of dogs and the rustling autumn leaves.


Malachi edged his way further and further into the night air, his eyes fixed on the approaching star. Everywhere the crashing of ice crystals invaded the atmosphere, falling to earth around the city and beyond. Silver meteors plunged into the river, boiling the water and sending skyward an explosion of hissing gases. The comet grew brighter in the eastern sky as it plunged nearer to the earth behind the moon. From the east a howling wind lifted the water from the river as the comet arched towards the moon, its orbit pulled towards the lesser light. The whole earth shuddered as the comet smashed into the moon’s dark side, sending plumes of lunar dust high into space. It fractured in the surface of the moon and exploded towards the earth in a million fragments of ice that twisted and spun as they crossed the sky.


‘I did it,’ Malachi shouted, dancing from the doorway to the cage and peering in at his little prisoner. ‘My dear soothe-tooth, you were right, the comet has crashed into the moon and will not strike the earth and my alchemy prevailed.’ He reached in through the bars of the cage and took hold of Tersias by the chin, nipping the flesh until the boy squealed.


Tersias could smell the scent of burning sulphur and fried onion that laced Malachi’s fingers in thick grease. His eyes watered and rolled with tears that fell across his cheek as the pungent vapours filled his senses and his twisted skin pulsed with pain.


‘My little boy cries for Uncle Malachi,’ his master cajoled, pretending to cry. ‘See how his splendid tears fall from his blind eye – what a testimony of love!’ His voice wailed like a sea siren. ‘I will buy you a golden cage – for your protection, of course. When the city is rebuilt we will go to Tyburn and you can prophesy at the hangings for a shilling a time. I will be rich, and you – you can have a blanket, washed every week,’ he exclaimed excitedly, his voice rising higher and higher.


‘I will not speak,’ Tersias said, backing away from Malachi. ‘I am not a creature from some menagerie.’


Malachi walked quietly to the other side of the cage as Tersias searched for a telling sound. ‘Why is that, Tersias? Do you not want to please me? I have given you warmth and food and shelter, have I not? Is this how you repay your friend Malachi?’


‘Have I not paid off the guinea you gave for me?’ Tersias asked as he fumbled around the cage. ‘I have begged for you and told you the future, what more do you want? Shall I be a public spectacle to be ridiculed?’


‘Who would care for you, Tersias? Bring you water and clothing, serve your food and change your bed? I am your eyes in a world of darkness, your ears in a world so deaf that it cannot hear the truth. The debt to me is greater than a guinea, I bought a life not a lease, on this the law is clear. You are my apprentice until you are twenty-one and then you will be free.’ Malachi paused and slowly ran his staff from bar to bar, clanking the metal menacingly. ‘If you want your freedom now then the ransom price is two hundred pounds, the cost of your keep until you come of age. Then you will have the key to the door and you can walk free.’ His voice sharpened like his face. ‘Until that time you are mine and you will speak for me to whoever I want. Just be glad you will never see the circumstances of your utterances or the faces of your enquirers …’


‘What if I refuse, what will you do then?’ Tersias asked as he wrapped himself in his blanket and sat in the middle of the cage, awaiting the onslaught of the plunging staff that he knew would bite at him through the bars. He could hear Malachi walking away from the cage to the fireplace, dragging his cumbersome leg stiffly behind him. And then he heard the sound of metal being thrust into the fire, slithering across the stone hearth and poking deep into the ashes.


Silence was a fearful thing to Tersias. He strained his ears to listen for what Malachi was doing but all he could hear was the deep rise and fall of his own laboured breathing. The smithy ashes were turned again as the poker was thrust deeper into the fire, surrounded by white-hot embers. It was then slipped quickly from the sparking cinders and the dragging foot gathered pace towards him.


‘What does he do?’ Tersias cried fearfully under his breath to the Wretchkin, somehow knowing within him that a great evil would be done.


‘He brings a fire-stick glowing hot, burning as bright as the hatred in his eyes,’ said the voice in his head that echoed through him. As the creature spoke, Tersias was overwhelmed by a deep sickness that twisted his gut. The smell of the Wretchkin filled his nostrils and bubbled in his throat.


Tersias suddenly began to distinguish the dark image of Magnus Malachi, pressed upon his mind by the Wretchkin. He gave a gasp of complete surprise as he could clearly see him for the first time, his long coat sweeping over the dirt floor. It was like a lucid dream unfolding at dawn, played out across his mind like a dancing mist that slowly cleared. Malachi was much taller than he had thought, thinner and drawn in the face, his goatee beard long and black with sticky buds of myrrh glowing in the light of lamp and fire. Tersias could make out that the Wretchkin was behind him, out of the cage, watching Malachi from over his shoulder. It was as if they were joined in thought and whatever the creature saw was pulsed into his mind for him to see.


The creature’s stare was fixed on the fire-rod that Malachi carried in his hand. It glowed with a white-hot tip that sparked and oozed a thin and constant wisp of blue smoke. Tersias could see the hand that gripped the poker, each finger tipped with a thick black nail that clawed out of a long, stained finger.


‘I have a surprise for you, Tersias. Are you sure you will not speak for me?’ Malachi said as he got closer. ‘If you don’t speak for me then you will be mute as well as blind …’


‘A fire-rod to still my tongue?’ Tersias asked as he got to his feet and backed away.


‘You guess well … You are no use as a beggar, but as a prophet and seer you are unique. Do that for me and your life will change. You will have a golden cage and silk sheets. I will tell the world you are my own, my adopted son. I will teach you the way of alchemy and the secrets of the world will be yours.’


‘And I will perform like some dancing bear as a party trick?’ Tersias asked, as in his mind he watched his master draw closer.


‘You will astound and amaze, I will be your guardian and you my apprentice,’ Malachi said as he lifted the fire-rod and pointed it through the bars of the cage towards Tersias, who pushed himself further away, squeezing his back against the thick metal rods.


Malachi pushed the hot poker slowly towards him, inch by inch. Tersias turned his face away from the fire-rod. ‘Feel the heat, Tersias? All you have to do is say yes and you will have no fear. We can seal our friendship, so mote it be … Better to be a quick-tongued friend than mute enemy. BLIND AND SILENT,’ he shouted.


‘I will not speak.’ Tersias shouted, as the blistering poker got nearer.


‘Then you are brave or stupid. Be my oracle and live with a loose tongue, refuse and I will singe it to the roof of your mouth.’ Malachi pressed the fire-rod closer.


‘Speak for him, boy,’ a soft-voiced Wretchkin said quickly. ‘He will kill you.’


‘I will prophesy for you,’ Tersias said reluctantly. He pressed himself against the metal bars and gasped as the heat from the fire-rod began to singe his skin.


‘A wise boy will always keep his tongue,’ Malachi said as he slipped the poker from the cage. ‘Tomorrow we will take to the streets and you will speak to the people. There has been much madness, and they will want to know what comes to them. I will prepare you a carriage fit for a king and you shall be driven by the finest horse in London.’
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Black Mary’s Well





In the thick bright moonlight, the broad lane that led out of Rag Street and across Conduit Fields was etched with a vivid silver thread that picked out the branches of the small snarled trees against the sky.


Jonah Ketch lay huddled in the remnants of a stack of summer straw, wind blown and dalliance scattered across the grass near to a pile of weathered stone that encircled a surging wellspring. In his hands he gripped a quart gin pot that he had wrapped in the tails of his dirty white shirt and warmed against his thin body through the night. He moaned to himself and twisted the curls of his bushy black hair in his melancholy as the growing cold seeped through his coat and breeches. In his belt an old rusted pistol pressed awkwardly against the ground, clashing against a long knife that had slipped its leather sheath. He groaned with each cold breath and tried to open his eyes to look up at the night sky and the comet from which he had tried to escape. But sleep snared him with its grip and held him to the living dream in which he re-lived his waking moments like some bitter torment.


Jonah had run from his lodging in Goose Alley when the meteors from the comet first struck. He’d watched fearfully as a fireball smashed through the dome of St Paul’s, then danced with frantic steps through the mud of Fleet Market. The streets had been packed with people fleeing the apocalypse as stone upon stone had fallen from the sky, burning blood-red hail on the city. As he had run along Saffron Hill he saw a man torn in two by a fragment of blistering sky-rock that had roared from the heavens like an avenging angel, spitting black sulphur as it cut through its victim before crashing through the wall of Bullhead Yard. He had run even faster, clutching the quart pot of gin and keeping to the narrow alleyways of Clerkenwell Green until he reached the open fields and was greeted by the woeful cries of the hysterical inmates of Lord Cobham’s Mad-House, locked away and left alone by the fleeing matron.


Far in the distance he could see the pile of stones that was Black Mary’s Well. Jonah had walked the last mile in the company of a thousand people who streamed north towards Islington village and the fire at Hampstead that burnt brightly on the dark skyline.


At the well stones he had decided to stop, to rest his feet and sup gin from the fat-necked jar until its numbing warmth had dragged him into a deep sleep. He knew this place well. Here two lanes came together, lined by a thick gorse hedge. It was the ideal place to lie in wait, covered by the first black of evening gloom. Here he could patiently hold fast until he could trap a lone traveller or tired carriage as, approaching the outskirts of the city, they lapsed into a false feeling of security.


In his fifteen years he had already killed one man – though it was more an accident than an act of murder, as the old pistol he carried had almost of its own wanting discharged lead into the belly of a fat man with false teeth. Jonah had pulled the gun from his breeches on the man’s approach, and as he shouted for the man to stand, there had been a blinding flash. He had stared hopelessly as the shot ripped into the man and he crumpled to the floor, belly split and torn like a Whitby whale. In the half-light Jonah had looked around but could see no one. He knew he had time to empty pockets and without panic or fear had walked the three paces and stared down at the wide-eyed face before quickly rifling the man’s pockets of a fob watch and leather purse.


The highway had provided for him. He was a footpad without club or cloak. A common robber and thief doing the only work for which he was able and with no one to tell him different. In his heart he dreamed of being a highwayman, free to wander as far as Lincoln or York, and not trapped to London lanes. Black Mary’s Well was his holy place. Drink from the water and it would take away the pox, cure a fever and flush out the gout. Now he prayed in his sleep to Black Mary to take away the stench of gin from his throat and lift his legs from the ground. But as he opened his eyes from slumber he knew she had not listened. The pain of the gin tore at his head and swelled his eyes to bursting; the solace of drunken sleep now gave way to a fire that burnt brightly behind each eyeball.


He breathed deeply, taking in the cold night air and laying on his back in the deep straw as he looked up to the clear sky. The comet had gone. In its place the embers of its dust floated to the earth like a myriad of tiny stars bursting to red, green and purple flames as they were sucked into the atmosphere. To Jonah they looked like a billion tiny candles spluttering and sparking on the crest of heaven. He smiled to himself … He was alive.


Like the whole of London, Jonah had thought that the coming of the comet was the start of the apocalypse, the end of the world and the final judgement. He knew he had much to stand charge for. He was a debtor of the greatest magnitude and his sins consumed his every moment. So far he had escaped punishment for the crimes he had committed, but he knew that at the end of time he would answer to a power from which even he could not escape.


Jonah sat up and pulled the gin quart from his shirt-tails and rattled the pot. It was empty. His tongue cleaved to the roof of his mouth, dried by the bitter juniper berries. He looked around before crawling to the wellspring and plunged his face into its cold water. It burnt the skin and set fire to each nerve, shuddering his spine with its chilliness. He wiped the water from his face and listened. From somewhere in the distance came a familiar sound: through the crispness of the night he heard the turning wheels of a boneshaker rattling down the lane with the common trot of two drawing horses. The metal wheels struck against the stones and slopped through the ruts of mud. A carriage approached – a gentleman, a noble, a woman of grace, a pilgrim to the well, a priest from Court with a gold cross or Bishop’s ring … all to be relieved of their pride and their purses.


Jonah’s mind raced, he felt his heart swell with the urge to take from the rich and keep it for himself. It was an overwhelming desire, like an inner force that he could not resist. He smiled and checked the pistol. With one click it was ready and with one hand he scooped a drink from the well, spilling the water from hand to mouth.


‘Bring me luck, Black Mary and I will never forget you,’ he said quietly, then began to crawl towards the lane as the carriage rattled towards him. He kissed the pistol. ‘Once more, my friend, once more.’ He spoke the words like a prayer. ‘Never let me down … never.’


Jonah searched the deep pocket inside his tattered frock coat. Quickly, he found the flour sack with its rough-cut eyeholes and charcoal-painted smile. He slipped the disguise over his head, peering through the slits into the night.


In the distance he could see the outline of the carriage against the red glow of the Hampstead firestorm. There was just the driver, no musket-man or plate-boy, and two fat horses quickly pulling the covered trap. A woman, he thought to himself as he stole through the gorse that picked at his coat. He waited … The excitement fretted his brow and twisted his gut, ridding him of the gin fever and pounding his heart. With one hand he held the hem of the flour sack to his neck, twisting it tighter and tighter. This was all he loved: waiting for the time to pounce and take what should rightly be his. Jonah could see the silhouette of the driver, a small thin man, his hat pulled tight to his ears and cape drawn round against the night chill.


As the carriage approached he made ready to jump. In his haste he slipped down the bank and into the lane, landing in the mud. Then Jonah jumped to his feet. ‘STAND! Your money or the lead! Give me what is yours or end up … dead!’


A horse reared and twisted the carriage to one side, pulling it into the ditch and trapping the wheels in the thick November mud. The driver fell from the seat and vanished into the darkness. Jonah strode towards the carriage, steadying his pistol towards the small window and door that flapped open.


As he walked he held his breath, his eyes searching the murk for the carriage man.


‘Come out!’ Jonah shouted as he tried to discover where the driver was hiding. ‘It’s no use veiling yourself with cow grass, I can see your eyes. Come out or you’ll have one pistol and your passenger the other!’ He spoke quickly as he tried to fool him.


‘Leave him be,’ the driver said as he crawled from under the carriage, still holding his long whip as he got to his feet. ‘You make a mistake robbing us, you’ll be hunted from here till Christmas.’ The driver stared at the mask with its charcoal smile. ‘Lord Malpas will have you hanged for doing this.’


‘He’ll have me hanged if I don’t. Out of the way, my good fellow, I am a highwayman of distinction.’ Jonah aimed the pistol at the man’s head. ‘Turn to the carriage and you will see nothing. Ask no questions, tell no lies. Now turn your head or take the lead.’


‘You’re a footpad and a thief. Nothing but a lad with half a yard, fresh from his mother’s arms. You walk the road in stained breeches stolen from a hanging. Find a horse, then you can be a highwayman.’ The driver cursed as he turned to the carriage, taking hold the rim of the wheel and looking to the ground.


Without warning, Jonah took the pistol by the barrel and viciously whipped the stock across the back of the man’s head. ‘Never turn your back on a stranger,’ he said calmly as the man slumped to the floor. ‘I am a highwayman and not a thief.’


From inside the carriage Jonah could hear two men in deep conversation. They spoke eagerly in hushed tones, just above a whisper. Jonah waited, and in the glow of the carriage lamp saw a man lean forward towards the dark shadow on the other side of the coach. The talking continued, as if nothing in the world could halt the desperation of the spoken words. Then the lamp was hastily snuffed out and the carriage plunged into darkness.


‘Come out! No tricks! I have a pistol primed and ready for each of you,’ Jonah shouted, his voice tinged with apprehension. There was no reply, but the conversation in the carriage stopped abruptly. In the eerie silence Jonah waited. ‘I’ll tell you again. Come out or I’ll fire and you’ll take your chance with the lead.’


‘You can fire what you like, boy, but the rope will stretch your neck like any other and I’ll have you drawn and quartered with your heart black-tarred and put on a stake in St Giles yard. That’ll show the world what happens to thieves who stop a Minister on his way to Parliament.’ The words shot at Jonah with breathless speed. ‘And if you make me get down from my carriage then I will chase you through Conduit Fields myself and whip your backside all the way to Tyburn. Do you hear me, boy?’ The voice billowed from the dark of the carriage into the night.


‘Step down and stand. I care not for who you are or for what power you serve,’ Jonah replied, pressing his finger to the cold metal of the trigger. ‘I listen to no authority but my own and it is to me that you will answer.’ He stepped away from the sight of the door and raised the pistol ready to fire. Quickly, he looked back up the lane and listened for any sound of approaching horses. But the night was empty, as if the whole world was a vacant place and all life had been scourged from the earth. The coachman lay in the long grass, arms outstretched as if dead, steam from his nostrils rising up like mist-angels as he panted. ‘This is your last chance,’ Jonah continued as he held the pistol steady. ‘Stand down and let me see your faces.’


The carriage gently rocked as a man stepped into the night. He wore a long French coat, and white ruff sleeves covered his hands as he attempted to conceal the fine, gold ring he wore on his right thumb. Jonah stared from behind his disguise into the jet-black eyes of his victim. He was a small, thin man with pinched cheeks and thick bushy brow with a voice that did not fit his frame.


‘Tell your companion to step down,’ Jonah said. He looked around edgily, fearful the militia could be near at hand.


‘I travel alone,’ Lord Malpas said curtly as he looked at Jonah. ‘I take it this is what you want.’ He held out a small leather purse.


‘I heard you talking to someone, saw his shadow in the carriage. Tell him to come out.’


‘There is no one there, your eyes deceive you. I am alone, I always travel alone. Now take the money and be off into the night to your molly.’


‘I don’t want your false money, one purse for your gold and another full of painted lead weights. Do you think I am that stupid? You lot are all the same, carry two purses for fear of being robbed, always wanting to keep your hands on your gold. Now tell your companion to stand down.’ Jonah stared at Malpas, aiming the pistol at his head. ‘I mean it, tell him to stand down.’


‘How many times have you to be told that I travel alone?’


‘I heard you talking, saw the shadow,’ Jonah replied.


‘Then see for yourself. Search the carriage, you will find no one. What you heard was the wind rattling around in the emptiness of your head.’ Lord Malpas brushed the falling white particles of dust from his coat.


‘And when I look you will run off, bleating like a January lamb. First, your purse. Throw it to the ground.’ Malpas threw the purse to the ground and slowly folded his arms as he calmly looked around. ‘Now the other. The one with the real money in and not the lead.’


‘You’ve done this before, haven’t you, boy? You’re hanging will certainly be well attended by everyone you have fleeced in your young life. Such a waste. I could always use someone as talented as you.’ Malpas slowly took a fat purse from his waistband and threw it to the floor.


‘Now tell your friend to come out of his dark hole and stand before me,’ Jonah insisted as he stepped towards Lord Malpas.


‘How many times do you have to be told? I am alone,’ Malpas shouted in frustration, his voice echoing across the fields.


Jonah stepped even closer to him and put the pistol to his temple. ‘Quiet! Face to the dirt, my Lord, and then I will see if you tell the truth.’


‘And let you shoot me in the back of the head?’


‘I may shoot you in the side of the head if you don’t do what I say,’ Jonah hollered as he pressed the gun deeper into his temple.


Malpas meekly dropped to his knees and buried his face in the damp of the soft brown earth. Jonah Ketch stealthily edged his way to the carriage door, one eye staring at the crumpled body of Lord Malpas snorting in the muck of the Highgate Road.


‘Last chance,’ he said as he crept closer to the door. ‘Out now or I’ll fire.’


‘It’s empty, fool,’ Malpas muttered, his mouth filled with the dust from the road. ‘There’s nothing in there for your kind.’


‘Then I’ll see for myself,’ Jonah replied, and he quickly spun on his heels and pointed his pistol into the dark void of the carriage. For several long, black moments his eyes tried to search the gloom. Within him, his instinct told him that there was another presence close by, as if he could feel the energy of a sullen dark life near to him. But though he looked again and again, his eyes scourging each corner of the carriage, there was no one to be seen.


It was then that Jonah saw a thin black case nestling on the fine red canvas seat. In the light of the moon he could clearly see the gold dragon clasp that pulled the two sides tightly together. The tight marbled skin that covered the case shone like the back of a flattened snake, its white ivory handle burning bright against the black leather.


Jonah felt drawn to snatch the case and run into the black of the night, yet as he held out his hand towards it a sudden feeling of fear darted across his mind. Like a chilled nightmare, several long red tongues flashed before his eyes in a waking dream. The voice of a stranger spat the words again and again in a deep, dark voice as Jonah reached for the ivory handle: ‘LEAVE … ME … ALONE!’


‘What’s in the case?’ Jonah asked warily as he turned to Lord Malpas.


‘Nothing for you, boy. Just some papers. Now take the money and go, there is nothing else for you here.’


‘That’s too fine a case for papers. Something tells me there’s more in there.’ Jonah turned to look into the carriage.


‘It’ll do you no good, boy. Take that case and you’ll have more to fear than the gallows,’ Malpas said. He slowly got to his feet, slipped his hand into the back of his frock coat and edged his way, inch by inch, towards Jonah.


There was a sudden flash of bright steel as Malpas lurched at Jonah, stabbing a long thin blade deep into his arm. Jonah uttered a shrill scream and gasped with pain, then in one movement lashed out at Malpas with such force that the lock of the pistol embedded itself in his thin cheek.


Malpas fell to the floor, clutching the bleeding wound as he desperately tried to wipe the blinding blood from his eyes. There was another blow and another as Jonah hit out again and again, the pain from the knife wound pounding through his body.


Then he stopped and looked to the ground. Malpas lay face-down in the road, his long raven hair scattered like thick twigs in the mud. He made no sound; his bloodstained hands gripped the thick ribbons of dead grass that clung to the deep ruts.


Jonah grabbed the black, jet handle of the knife and tried to pull it from his arm. It dug even deeper, as if it had a mind to bury itself into his flesh. At his feet the two purses lay humped together; he swiftly picked them from the floor and put them in the pocket of his coat. Then he stopped and listened, unsure if he could hear a jangle of horse-metal in the distance. Quickly he leant into the carriage and took hold of the ivory handle of the black case, lifting it from the seat and into the night air.


Jonah turned to run, scrabbling up the gorse bank and over the pile of stones at the Well. Instinctively he stopped, put the case on a large stone and bathed the knife, still embedded in his arm, in the water from Black Mary’s Well. The cold chilled his flesh as it ran along the polished steel of the blade. Again he tried to pull the blade form the wound and again it gripped tighter, pulling itself deeper into his flesh. Again he heard the voice as he struggled to vanquish the pain that fired through each nerve: ‘LEAVE … ME … ALONE!’


The voice spoke as if it came from all around him and within him at the same time. A voice that made each hair on the back of his head rise from its place and stand terrified at the sound. It was a voice that shuddered his spine and turned his feet to lead, the frightening voice of childhood that would lurk in dark corners and beneath his bed. He grabbed the case and tried to run, forcing one foot to fall in front of the other as he picked his way through Conduit Fields towards the lights of the city.
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The Bull and Mouth





The faint echo of footsteps followed Jonah like a dark shadow as he ran feebly through Bloomsbury Square and into Hart Street. The last stragglers of the sky panic huddled on the steps of St George’s like a pack of ravens squawking in the morning rubbish.


Jonah stopped and looked back, convinced that the militia were nearby, that Lord Malpas had somehow raised the alarm and called out the troops. He rubbed his eyes with a bloodied hand, wiping beads of salt from his brow as he panted into the cold night. The knife throbbed and burnt in his flesh, slowly pulling itself deeper so that the black jet hilt forced the threads of his jacket against his skin. The silver blade caught his chest with each step he took, so now he held his bleeding arm away from his body and his mind raced with the pain that fevered his thoughts.


It was then, as he looked back to the north, that he saw what appeared to be the shape of a large dog sniffing at the road outside the iron railings of Bedford House. It stalked up and down, its snout ferreting amongst the piles of fallen leaves as it shivered and twisted in the bright glow of the moon. It fixed itself on a scent and then, without warning, stood on its hind legs, shook itself and began to walk across the square towards him.


Jonah stared in amazement as the figure got nearer and nearer. He stepped back into the shadows and watched. The figure stopped every few feet and sniffed the air, first from the north and then from the south, then slowly paced through the trees and passed the sheep that scurried out of its way.


Jonah knew he was being followed. Stepping from the darkness, he walked painfully down the street. Everywhere was the debris of the sky-quake: upturned stalls littered the market plac and empty barrows, tipped and twisted, filled the road with splintered wheels and broken shafts. The sign for the Bull and Mouth blew gently back and forth, squeaking on its rusted hinges. Jonah walked faster, turning every third step and casting a long glance to see if he was still being followed. Far behind, skirting a shadow of a stable yard, was the figure on all-fours, its face buried in the earth. Quickly, Jonah ducked into the doorway of the baker’s shop. He saw the figure get to its feet, then stoop again and place a hand on the ground as if feeling for the heat of each step that Jonah had taken.


There was a loud clatter as the door to the Bull and Mouth suddenly swung open. Jonah turned as a man rushed towards him, arms outstretched, staggering and about to pounce, his large whiskered face covered in white froth. Without thinking, Jonah leapt to his feet and pushed the vagrant forcefully towards the glass-panelled window as he sidestepped and pelted towards the door of the Inn. Behind him he heard the crash as the man staggered into the glass and crashed through the brittle crystals.


Jonah slammed the door of the inn behind him and slid the short wooden beam into its keeper to prevent its opening. He twisted his coat from his back, hanging it over his shoulder to cover the knife. His fingers entwined in the weave, hoping to dry the drops of blood from his hand. Then he turned, not knowing who would be behind him or what welcome he would receive.


Several candles flickered on the fireplace. In the far corner an old man slumped into an empty plate, his long grey beard soaking up the remnants of a spilt beer. The fire glowed in the grate as three decrepit rats blindly scampered along the skirting and disappeared into the dirt and darkness. Jonah felt his feet sticking to the floorboards, which were dried in patches with small piles of fresh wood shavings. The thick smell of tobacco and beer seeped into every corner.


The warmth of the fire eased Jonah’s heartache and melted his concern. Sleep filled the inn – restful, drunken sleep that he knew well. He stood silently and listened to the old man snoring long bellyfuls into his pewter plate.


Then, looking through the glow to the dark, eerie shadows that encircled the room, Jonah saw Maggot curled up on a fresh mound of sawdust like a thin mouse under the table by the fire. His face was covered in an old cloth, his hands curled around his head, knees to chin. He was a small boy, withered in height by years of lack. He had a weathered face with wise eyes that had seen sufficient misery for thrice his eleven years. He slept fitfully, warm-backed and cold-fronted, unaware of the visitor who stared at his slumber and slumped against the window seat, resting the case beside him and carefully pulling back the curtain to look into the street.


In the distance, by the broken market stalls, Jonah saw the dog-stalker walking in the shadows, carefully picking his way closer. Jonah drew the pistol from his belt and pulled back the hammer … The man dropped to the floor again and sniffed the dirt, lifting a piece of earth to his lips and tasting it with the tip of his long blue tongue.


A sudden sharp dart of pain brought Jonah to his senses. ‘Maggot, wake up, you dirt bag,’ he said quietly. ‘Wake up or I’ll stick you with my knife.’ Jonah looked to his belt – his knife had gone, lost in his escape.


‘Call me by my proper name,’ Maggot said as he stirred, unsure if he was dreaming. ‘You never call me by my proper name.’


‘There’s only one name for a Maggot. Now wake up and bolt the doors and whatever happens don’t let anyone in here.’


Maggot crawled out from his nest and wiped away the sleep from his eyes as he peered around the inn. He looked at the old man slumped across the table. ‘He’ll be sad today, Jonah. Old Bunce thought the world was going to end so he gave all his gin and beer away. Said he’d never enter heaven the landlord of a liquor palace.’ The old man snored heavily as he spoke. ‘He’ll have a gin head and be mad as Hades when he wakes up. He was calling you a coward for running away, said you’d be out looting the molly houses looking for a quick guinea.’


‘This place will be looted if you don’t bolt that door,’ Jonah interrupted.


‘What’s stopping you doing it?’ Maggot shouted back louder than he thought possible. ‘Got the devil after you?’


‘More like a madman from Lock’s Hospital. He’s followed me like a dog for the last mile, crawling and sniffing like a bloodhound. And if he gets in here he’ll eat you up, Maggot.’


The boy ran to the door and slid the thick bolts quickly into the grimy frame. Old Bunce stirred from his plate and sleepily stroked his greasy beard. He slowly opened the wart-covered folds of skin that covered his eyes and looked about the inn. Without saying a single word he yawned and fell again into a deep snorting sleep.


‘How much did he drink?’ Jonah asked as he peered through the chink in the curtain into the night.


‘A gallon of ale and a bottle of gin, then he ate a whole bottle of vinegared eggs and drank the sups from every flagon left on the tables.’ Maggot gestured with his hands and pretended to stagger about the room. ‘It was enough to kill a man half his age.’ He stopped and looked at Jonah, and for the first time he saw the hilt of the dagger sticking out from the cover of his coat. ‘So they got you?’


‘A lucky blow … from behind,’ Jonah replied painfully.


‘And he follows you?’


‘Not he, but something or someone else. I left him face-down in Conduit mud, bubbling like an old toad. Picked up this tail in Bloomsbury Square, thought it was some kind of dog … Could be a night-watch late back to Bow Street.’ Jonah spoke nervously, still unsure as to who was really following him. He had always got clean away before, melted into the dark of night, but something told him that this pursuer was in some way a consort of Lord Malpas and that his escape had not been complete.


‘Did you bring anything back for Maggot?’ the boy asked hopefully, his eyes devouring the luscious snakeskin case.


Jonah reached into his pocket and threw the two bags of coins to the floor. ‘Take your pick, right or left. One’s gold, the other’s lead. Choose.’


Maggot stared at the bags of coins, his eyes trying to pierce the leather to see which contained the false money. He waited for a signal from Jonah.


‘Go on, Maggot, take your pick. You can have a third of what you choose – then some for me, some for Tara,’ Jonah said as he thought of her. ‘Go wake her, tell her I’m crock. I’ll keep an eye out for the watch-dog. Take ’em both, I wouldn’t want you to go away empty-handed and turn me in to the Justice.’ Jonah was panted, and beads of sweat trickled over his forehead as his face winced with the deepening pain.


Maggot ran in his heavy boots across the dirt-stained wooden floor and through the kitchen door that led to the stairway and the rooms above the inn. Jonah smiled to himself, and a feeling of smug satisfaction rushed through him. His mind danced back to the day he had stolen those boots at a Tyburn execution. When the man had dropped, Jonah had rushed to be a hanger-on and speed the work of the rope, for which he had been paid a sparkling shilling. As he had gripped the wet, kicking legs he had slowly slipped the fine black boots from the dangling man and stuffed them one by one into his frock coat. Maggot had worn them from that day. He packed the toes with old paper and hobbled around, showing the world what a fine gentleman he really was. It was also on that day that Jonah had spoken to the Man in the Stars, begging that Maggot would die an old man with memories of many summers and that the rope would not stretch his neck.


Outside, the watch-dog still edged his way closer to the inn. Jonah eyed him through the crack in the thick, crisp curtains, watching as he stooped to the ground and peered through the darkness. The shadow got closer and closer. From where he sat, Jonah could also see the drunken vagrant asleep in the broken window of the baker’s shop, his legs dangling over the ledge of the window into the street. By his feet was a small pool of trickled blood that stained the flagstones like a crisp treacle cake.


The clatter of feet on bare boards turned Jonah’s head to the kitchen door, which swung open with the force of an October gale. It had been a day since Jonah had last seen Tara, but there in the red glow from the fire she gave nothing of herself but a thin wry smile.


‘They stuck you?’ she asked as she crossed the room, carrying a small bundle of torn cloth and a pot of thick, green nettle salve. ‘Maggot tells me it was a knife. Rich man or poor man? A rich man’s knife is always sharper and cleaner and leaves a better wound. I may be able to save your arm …’


‘Would I rob the poor?’ he asked.


‘You would rob your mother, if you had one, and –’


‘Tara would share in the takings as she always does,’ he said, finishing the sentence coldly. ‘Anyway, I wasn’t got. The man I was robbing sneaked up like a coward and got in a lucky blow, nothing more, nothing less. I can’t get the knife out, every time I try it digs itself deeper.’ Jonah peered out of the window, then looked quickly back into the room as Tara took hold of the knife by the hilt and bathed the blade in nettle salve.


‘This’ll hurt … and you deserve it,’ she said. Then she smiled at him before pulling the dagger as hard as she could.


There was a tearing pain that electrified Jonah’s arm and burnt through the muscles of his face, standing his hair on end. He let out a long deep groan as blackness fell around him, fading the fire’s glow and plunging him into another world. He could feel the blade gripping to the twine of muscle as it was slowly pulled from his arm. The blackness got thicker and darker as the candlelight blurred.


A faint muttering and the smell of nettle salve mixed with hawthorn berry were all he could bring to mind. The darkness was utter and complete. It enfolded him like a shroud that tightened by the second. Slowly, the pain ebbed away, and he became aware that he was resting by a large, warm rock that towered above him and cradled him like a cupped hand. Far in the distance he could hear Tara calling his name over and over. In his mind he could see her long dyed-red hair, white powdered face and beetle-juice lips. Jonah looked up, as if swimming upwards from the depths of dark water to the light of the sky. He slowly opened his eyes as the door to the inn was rattled frantically from outside.


‘Leave it be,’ he said in a whisper. ‘It’s the man who followed me.’


Tara looked at Maggot and made a sign with her bloodstained fingers covering her lips for him to be quiet. The three sat in the light of the fire and waited. The rattling came again and Old Bunce stirred in his sleep. Tara’s eyes flashed from door to window. Maggot quietly got to his feet, stepped the four paces to the chink in the curtain and peered out. The watch-dog sniffed a drop of blood that had fallen on the doorstep. He then slowly dipped his crooked white finger into the blood, lifted its tip to his nose and sniffed it again before slowly licking the drip from his finger like the lees of a fine old burgundy wine. Maggot was deathly still as the man’s red eyes searched every inch of the inn, looking for some hidden way of slipping inside. Suddenly, as if called from far away, he turned and walked away into the night.


‘He’s gone,’ Maggot said quietly as he returned to the fire, placing a seasoned elm log on the flames. ‘Never seen the likes of him before, never want to again.’


Tara wiped the blade of the dagger on a ragged piece of cloth, then turned the sharp steel in the light of the fire. ‘Sharp blade, sharp as anything I have ever seen,’ she said, looking closely at the dark engravings that ran along the blade. ‘Your man had a taste for fine things. Who was he?’


‘Best you didn’t know. There was something about him that wasn’t … normal. He was as quick as the devil … and he spoke to himself in the carriage as if he were talking to someone else. He picked on the wrong man when he tried to kill Jonah Ketch.’


‘Man?’ she asked almost laughing. ‘You’re a boy, two years younger than me, so that makes you fifteen.’


‘You’re a man when your father’s dead, no matter what age you are,’ he snapped back.


‘That makes Maggot a man and he’s younger than you,’ she replied, brushing her spiked hair back with her fingers and flicking the long strands over her shoulder. ‘You’ll soon be like Old Bunce, running an inn and getting drunk.’


‘When I’m healed I’m getting out of London. Should have kept on running and not stopped at Black Mary’s Well. I could have been in Highgate by now. I could’ve walked to Lincoln or York, stole myself a horse and been a highwayman.’


‘And be hanged by the side of the road and someone would steal your boots.’


Jonah didn’t reply. He looked sullenly into the fire and stared at the sparking embers huddled tightly around the smouldering log. Tara continued to stare at the knife blade, trying to understand the runic scribbles that covered the steel. Her fingers traced the outline of a setting sun and a coiled snake that appeared to be sinking into the hilt – the long golden rays and scaled tail formed an intricate finger guard that met with the jet handle as day meets with night.


‘This is a fine thing. All that gold, he must have been quite a dandy.’


‘Now he’s a dandy who sucks mud, a dandy robbed of both purses, his fancy case and a knife to replace the one I lost in Conduit Fields.’


‘So we’ll be going three ways on all you’ve got?’ she asked him as she tightly bandaged his arm.


‘What would life be if you didn’t have friends to share it with? I may even give some to Old Bunce to replace the gin he gave away last night. End of the world? This is just the beginning. I can feel it in my bones, something special will happen and we, dear friends, will be the beneficiaries of London’s wealth.’


Maggot toyed with the leather case, rubbing the gold catch and the soft black leather with his grubby fingers. ‘Have you seen inside, Jonah?’ he asked, his voice trembling at the thought of what such a fancy case could contain.


‘You’re the best lock thief in London, see if you can get into it. See if you can lift the catch in the time it takes Tara to get me a drop of hot-pokered beer.’


‘Done,’ shouted Maggot. He rummaged in his pocket for a broken hatpin and with it fumbled at the lock. ‘Ain’t nothing I can’t break in the whole of town, and this one’s nearly gone …’


Tara took three steps to the door and Maggot let out a squeal of satisfaction as the hatpin twitched the crude spring and the lock snapped open. ‘Done it,’ he cried triumphantly, smiling at Jonah, looking for approval.


‘That’s my Maggot. Look inside and tell me what was worth him trying to kill me for.’


Maggot slowly opened the case. It had a strong musty smell, like Traitor’s Gate at low tide. He lifted the lid on its stiff hinges and as he did so all around him began to be drawn into a deep iciness, as if the hands of winter wafted against their legs and kept away the heat from the fire.


Jonah shuddered with the sudden draught. A shiver ran down his spine as Tara walked back with a pot mug of warm beer.


‘Another log for the fire,’ he said. ‘What have you found in that box, Maggot?’


The boy stared into the case, his eyes searching every inch of the solid green slab of glistening stone that lay framed in the black velvet lining. ‘It’s … It’s a stone,’ he said in a whisper.


‘Then bring the stone by the fire before Old Bunce sobers up and we’ll see what it’s worth. Could be a piece of solid topaz or an emerald. We could be rich.’


Maggot carried the stone to Jonah. He lifted it from the case and turned it around in his hands as he looked at each polished surface and rounded corner. ‘Knew it wasn’t papers. The lying old dog had me believing it was papers. Nothing of value, he said … Told me I’d regret taking it, he said. Now I know it’s worth something, but what it is I have no mind.’


The stone box glistened in the firelight. Tara reached out and took it from Jonah. She ran her hand quickly around the edge, the cold stone chilling her hands. On one side was a thin slit edged in solid gold. She held the box in front of the fire; the light penetrated the stone, casting her fingers in an opaque outline against the glow. Inside the gold band she could see the outline of a lock.


‘Can you open this?’ she asked Maggot. ‘This is a box, an empty box, and it’s made of alabaster. I have seen this before. Best get rid, it’ll do us no good to keep it.’ There was a sound of concern in her voice as she quickly handed the box to Maggot. ‘I met a man who had an alabaster ring, he told me how every time he wore the ring he felt as if a cold hand was gripping his throat. He gave it to a girl in Covent Garden … They found her dead, the veins in her neck frozen. The man got the ring back from the Justice and gave it to the priest at St Clements. He wore it to Mass and as he supped from the chalice the wine turned to ice and choked the breath from him. They buried the priest and hung the ring around the neck of the Virgin and Child – only safe place they say. Alabaster – devil’s fingernail, I call it.’


‘A story to frighten children,’ Jonah said as he sipped the warmed beer. ‘It’s worth money and tomorrow we sell it and dine out on the profit. I’ll take you to The Beggar’s Opera at the Haymarket, we can sit with the gods and throw eggs at MacHeath as he starts to sing.’


Maggot wasn’t listening, his mind was cocooned in the task of breaking the mortise. With nimble fingers he felt the lock and eyed up the gold band that clung to the opaque alabaster. ‘If we could get this from here we could sell it,’ he said as he picked up the dagger and dug at the gold band. ‘No use,’ he said, and placed the stone box on the table by the fire. It was then that he slipped the tip of the blade between the band of gold and the cold stone, and with no further aid or action the box began to open by itself. The room chilled as Jonah got to his feet and looked on as the two sides separated like the opening of a Billingsgate oyster.


‘This is a spectacular trick,’ he said as he giggled to himself. ‘No wonder that the man didn’t want me to take it from him. What else will it do but open?’


They looked on transfixed as the green box opened to its fullest extent and laid itself out on the table before them. It had been cut to the thinness of a host. Inside, the two halves shimmered as if coated with the crispest of mercury. In one glance, Tara was charmed by its beauty.


‘A looking-glass,’ Tara said as she pressed her face closer.


Her reflection glowed, her red hair and beetle lips shining brighter than ever as the coldness grew around her. ‘See how my face moves in the glass, I flicker and gleam …’


‘Already mad with the mercury, are you, Tara?’ Jonah asked.


‘This is a late hour and we have much to sell in the morning. Hide the case in your room. Maggot and I will sleep by the fire and wake Old Bunce as I ease my sluice in the morning. Put the box away and get some sleep.’


Tara didn’t reply. Her mind was engrossed in what she could see.


‘Put the box away and get some sleep,’ Jonah said again, pulling harshly on her sleeve.


‘I have slept enough. Stack the fire and rest your wound. It’s you who need to sleep and in your dreaming find some manners. I want to think. This is such a beautiful thing, the best gift you have ever brought to me.’


Maggot crawled under the table and curled up in the pile of shavings and Jonah hunched himself against the warm hearth. ‘It’s to sell, not to keep,’ he said as he closed his eyes and  cradled his wounded arm.


‘Well, for one night it is mine. A looking-glass for the soul.’


‘Thought you said it should be got rid of?’ Maggot mumbled as he curled tightly into his coat and stretched his toes to the end of his boots.


‘That was a ring, this is the most curious thing I have ever seen and tomorrow it’ll be gone for ever,’ Tara said fretfully. ‘So tonight I will rest with it close by.’ She sat at the table and looked into the glistening mercury as she held her face in her hands and closed her eyes.


All was quiet as sleep filled the room. The mercury began to tremble and from the box a moon-silver hand broke free, reached up and lightly stroked Tara’s face like the touch of a fly. Without waking, Tara brushed it away. The box slowly closed and sealed itself from prying eyes.
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