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1: Wormwood





From the top-floor window of his large four-storey house on Bloomsbury Square Dr Sabian Blake could see the farthest depths of space. He stared out into the night sky through the thick lens of his long brass telescope. He had watched the skies for the past week, and he was waiting – waiting for the sign that he knew would come that night. The strange glow to the north had grown stronger and brighter, causing the stars to fade and never allowing the night to be truly dark. The full moon had burned blood red, lighting the streets with a warm crimson glow as bright as the sun.


Blake was an astronomer, doctor, scientist and a master of the Cabala. Every hour of every day was spent working out the times of the rising of the sun and the waning of the stars. He measured the phases of the moon as it crossed the sky and when Betelgeuse set beyond the horizon. Blake turned the minute-glass as the sand timer spilled its soft white particles from one orb to the other, and on the fifty-ninth count he took great pride in waiting until the final grains of sand had trickled from the top chamber before carefully turning the large hour-glass. Its dark wood was decorated with serpent columns whose jewel eyes, gold teeth and carved scales shimmered in the moonlight. Blake checked each sand hour against the old brass clock that ticked and tocked laboriously next to the astrolabe on the ornate stone mantel of the empty fireplace.


Blake did Cabalistic calculations all night, every night, dusk till dawn, from the moon’s rising till setting. From his computations he knew that somewhere in the Twelfth House of the universe a sign would be given. The Nemorensis said so. The Nemorensis never lied; it was the only book to be trusted. To touch the Nemorensis was to hold the secrets of the cosmos in your hands. No one knew where the book had come from, but many had died trying to find its secrets.


Now the Book of Nemorensis belonged to Blake. It was his by right, divine right as he often thought to himself. As he looked into deep space and nervously bit his lip, he thought of the morning of the Feast of St Quirtle when, shortly after dawn, he had opened the parcel that a coachman had delivered to his door.




*





From the outset Blake had been suspicious of the coachman, because he had never seen anyone who claimed such a low estate to be dressed so well. There was no hint of shabbiness. His neat black coat and clean boots spoke of Highgate, not of the Rotherhithe ruffians who usually plied their trade in London town. His pure white skin held no trace of hard labour, no trace of the London grime from horse muck and carriage grease. He had no discernible accent other than the powdered softness of a Lincoln’s Inn dandy. What had intrigued Blake about the man was the gold ring he wore on the middle finger of his right hand. It had a large red stone set in a gold mount cut into the shape of the sun. From one side a flaming trail formed the thick gold band that encircled his finger. Messenger the man was, coachman he was not!


Blake didn’t care. His eyes had immediately been enticed by the shape and contours of the gift he was being offered. This was an epiphany, a gift to a wise man – a wise man lured by a passion that he could feel rising from the soles of his feet and turning his stomach. It was an exquisite feeling, exciting and dangerous. Deep inside, Blake knew that the gift he was about to open would have life-changing possibilities. He almost choked with excitement as he tried to contain the sudden rush that swept over his body like a spring tide. It was as if the book spoke to him soul to soul, churning his heart and fevering his brow.


The package had been tightly wrapped in a gold silk cloth and tied with red cotton braid, a colour so bright and vivid that it shimmered and looked fluid. There was nothing to say who had sent such a fine gift and the coachman had, when questioned, been vague as to how it had come into his possession and who had told him to deliver it.


‘A man just stopped me in the street,’ he had said softly, avoiding contact with Blake’s strong gaze and keeping the brim of his hat low over his eyes. ‘He waved his arms about like a madman, nearly frightened the horses to death. Foreign man, could hardly speak a word of the King’s tongue. French or Spanish. Could even have been from Persia. Never seen one that looked like him before.’ The coachman sniffed and snorted a large dribble of mucus back up his nose. ‘All he kept saying was Number 6, Bloomsbury Square. He gave me the package, Doctor Blake, pressed a guinea coin in my hand, and then turned and ran.’


Blake questioned him further. ‘You know my name. Did the man tell you?’


‘Everyone knows you, Doctor Blake. You are a man of letters,’ the coachman smiled. ‘In fact, I can now say that you are now a man of parcels!’ At that he laughed, handed over the heavy gift, and walked promptly to the carriage. Blake watched as he picked his way through the filth and puddles, jumped on to the driving seat and slowly drove the horse and carriage up the muddy road of Bloomsbury Square.


Without hesitation, Blake tore at the parcel, unable to wait until he got inside. He sat on the white marble steps and quickly pulled open the silk wrapping. It was then that he first looked upon the Nemorensis: a book so splendid in appearance that it caused his heart to beat faster. The thick leather cover was encrusted in gold leaf; the tatty pages were etched in sharp black that had faded with the years, scratched in small letters. He had never thought he would ever hold the Nemorensis, he had even doubted if it really existed. Now he knew – now it was his!




*





Late one night, several weeks afterwards, Blake was leafing through the crusty old book with its thick parchment pages, trying to glean every piece of knowledge; and there in the sixth chapter of the sixth book, on the final page, written by an unknown hand in the margin, he read the words: Wormwood … the bright star shall fall from the sky … and many will die from its bitterness.


From that day he had searched every corner of the heavens looking for the new star, convinced that this would be the sign that a new age was about to begin, a golden dawn to enlighten small, feeble human minds. The illumination of the world was drawing near and he would be the first to see it, the first to tell the world.


Blake sipped a cup of hot tea and smiled to himself. He looked again through the lens of the telescope that rested on its fine oak tripod. The stars and planets remained the same, the universe was unaltered, in a few hours the night would be over and nothing would have changed. He stamped angrily on the wooden floorboards. ‘Blast, bother and gibbor. Will it ever come?’ he asked himself impatiently, his words echoing around the empty room. He began to doubt his calculations and wondered whether by some chance he had predicted the wrong day, week, or even year. He looked again and more anxiously into the night, hoping against hope that somewhere in a far-off galaxy a new light had appeared.


It was midnight; far in the distance he heard the sound of St George’s church clock chiming out the hour. Suddenly the house began to vibrate and shudder. The whole world lurched forwards, then backwards, and then spun even faster. Blake heard a looking-glass drop from the wall of the downstairs room and smash to pieces. Tiles cascaded from the roof to drop the four storeys, smashing like leaves of baked clay in the road below. Plaster fell from the ceiling as the walls shook angrily, cracking the wooden doorframe and firing exploding shards of horsehair and limewash at him from all directions. At any moment he thought the house would fall to the ground.


In an instant the stars vanished. Without warning the sun rose, then set; night became morning, then night again, time and time again. Eleven suns came, followed by eleven moons, rising and setting from east to west. There was no chance to scream or cry out, no way to understand what was happening. Blake held fast to the telescope and tripod, hoping that each jolt would be the last, hoping that each dawn would not blast into daylight then into night – hoping that whatever was now striking the world would stop.


Then there was blackness – a still, sharp blackness surrounded by complete silence. There was no more day and no more night. There was utter emptiness, as if the world was over and the universe had imploded, sucked into some vast dark hole in space. Blake stared through the eyepiece but saw nothing. There was not even the smallest glimmer of light.


It was then that Blake became aware of the clamour and panic in the street. He could hear the screams from below as men and women grappled in the darkness, hanging on to the iron railings of the newly-built gardens. Blake could not see the window. In the blackness he traced his hand along the metal of the telescope. Now there was nothing. He turned away from the telescope and edged the three feet across the room to where he knew the open window would be. The blackness was so deep, so intense, that it almost smothered and choked him. His feet tangled in the long belt cord of the thick, red dressing gown that he wore over his clothes to keep out the cold. It was cheaper than a fire or a warming pan, but now in the darkness he regretted his meanness and longed for even the faintest glimmer of firelight.


He fumbled his way to the window and looked to the other side of the square. His eyes were quickly drawn to the only source of light in the street, the soft candlelight from an upper-floor room in a house across the gardens. A solitary figure looked back into the darkness. This was the only light he could see, possibly the only light in the world.


In the street he could hear the cry of frightened horses stomping in the mud, their hooves nervously cracking against the stones. Far below him there was intense panic, as the inn on the corner spilled out terrified revellers into the night to grovel like so many blind mice squealing and screaming in the unending blackness.


In the darkness of his room Blake waited, but for what and for how long he didn’t know. He listened to the noise from the street and wondered what to do next. Somewhere across the room was the door to the stair. Outside in the long hallway he knew a candle burnt. He stumbled across the room like a blind beggar. As he fell to the wooden floor, splinters from the newly sawn wood sliced into the palms of his hands. The only way he could know that the street was to his right was the sound of the chaos rising from there. He was a man of science, a seeker of the truth, but now even his immense knowledge failed him. For the first time in his life Blake realised that he was like the rest of the world … helpless.


From across the city he could hear the screaming growing louder and louder as the blind riot filled the streets. Pistol shots rang out as the militia fired recklessly into the darkness, aiming at the sound of people shouting. The whole world seemed to be on the verge of madness. He could hear people wailing, covered by the black hand of sightlessness.


Then, without any warning, a blinding flash filled the sky. Far to the east a shaft of pure white light penetrated the atmosphere. No one could escape its brightness as it cut across the heavens like a lightning bolt. London fell silent; the whole town waited. In his room, Blake managed to get to his feet and take hold of the telescope. Finding the eye-piece, he looked to the skies. The shaft of light came again, and again, flashing brighter and brighter, piercing the darkness.


Blake saw through the telescope what he had been waiting for. High in the northeast at the crown of heaven he could see a star, but this was no ordinary star – it was a sky dragon. A comet of such proportions the world had never seen before. Blake could clearly see a long white tail that streamed far behind the bright luminous head. He knew that it was far away, but something inside made him feel uneasy. Outlined against the deep black of silent space he could see that the horns of the dragon were pointed towards him. He stopped and looked away. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing, couldn’t believe what he was thinking.


‘If it were true, if it could be believed …’ he wondered aloud as he rubbed his face nervously with his hands. ‘It can’t be, I deceive myself,’ he said in a strong voice, hoping to bolster himself against the rising panic that now gripped his feet and crawled up to his knees. ‘The comet is coming towards the earth,’ he muttered in disbelief. ‘The dragon is coming home!’


In the east the sun began slowly to rise. It was a quarter past midnight but the dawn had come. Blake chuckled to himself and shook his head. Outside, the madness had ceased; the crowds that had gathered in the street looked to the sky. They ignored the injured and the dying, and the fires that burnt in tucked-away houses. Everyone looked up at the rising sun, which burnt bright against the fading black sky.


Blake could not contain himself and had the urge to shout the news of his discovery from the window to the gathering below. He danced around the room, banging and clattering on the bare wood floorboards and swirling his thick red dressing gown backwards and forwards like a pantomime dame. He danced and he laughed and he sang out loud: ‘Wormwood! Wormwood! Wormwood!’ As he swirled he tripped and fell to the floor, wrapping himself tighter in his robe and laughing as he rolled around like some peculiar stuffed sausage. In the looking-glassed ceiling of the room he saw himself crisscrossed by shadows from the leaded pane of the window. He wanted to laugh until he was fit to burst – tears rolled down his face as his belly ripped and roared with laughter that echoed against each wall, then faded as it escaped the open window at the front of the house. Only he could see the comet; it was Blake’s Comet, the bringer of his new age.


From the street below he could hear joyous shouting. People were spilling from their houses, and the stunned revellers from the tavern dragged their muddy forms from the ground where they had clung with fear and wrapped soiled arms around each other in relief that the earthquake and sky-storm were over. Blake got up and rushed to the window, where he joined in with the cheering, stripping off his dressing gown and waving it like the flag of some victorious state. ‘Three cheers for the King, may his madness bring joy to us all!’ he screamed at the top of his voice.


Then Blake became aware that a sudden and deep silence had descended. The crowd had stopped looking at the sky, people were now staring to the open ground of Holborn and the fields that surrounded Lincoln’s Inn. Far in the distance was the clatter of hooves banging against earth and stone; it was the growing fever of frightened horses. The beasts that had been left in the square quickly joined in, as if summoned by some unspoken call, kicking out at those who stood by, knocking one man from his feet with a blow to his spine that dropped him dead to the ground.


Echoing from Holborn came the sound of the horses approaching, neighing and snorting as they stampeded through the streets. Some still dragged the tattered and torn remains of the once fine carriages that they had pulled. Others ran free of rein or carriage rod as they kicked and bucked, as if to rid themselves of the unseen force that snapped and bit at their fetlocks. The stampede filled the street and moved through the gathered crowd on Holborn fields like a cavalry charge, cutting down all those that stood in its way, filling the roadway from railings to railings. They scattered into the narrow streets on the edge of Bloomsbury and ran at full speed through the narrow alleyways that cut through the neatly finished houses. Over a hundred horses turned into the square – grey, black and bay, once benign equines now transformed by fear, running for their lives.


Blake looked down from the window; he could offer no help. He shouted to the crowd but the noise of the horses drowned his words, and he banged his fists in despair against the window ledge. Below him people stood frozen, transfixed by the horses that bore down on them like a tidal wave. Within seconds the stampede engulfed all those who stood in its path. Their victims made very little noise – no shouts of fear, no time to run. All that was left in the wake of the maelstrom was the broken flotsam of human bodies, a jetsam of cadavers washed up by a living tide. The only survivors were those who had clung to the railings, hidden in doorways or jumped into the basements of the tall row of newly built houses that overlooked the square. There they cowered in fear like so many rats packed into a barrel.


The reason for the horses’ fear quickly became apparent. Chasing the horses into Bloomsbury Square came a surge of a thousand dogs that appeared to spill from the alleyways, runnels and every corner of London. The air was filled with barking and snarling as they bit and snapped at everything in their path, controlled by a power beyond reason.


The panic was intense, palpable and beyond imagination. Children who had come into the street to see the spectacular sky now screamed as the pack scented out their victims. Everyone ran, scrambled up trees, jumped over fences or climbed the stonework of houses to get out of the reach of the hounds. Street dogs, fine spaniels of rich men, deck hounds from river barges and preened lap dogs ran together, roused by some atavistic hunger.


Blake looked on as a young boy scampered the length of Bloomsbury Square. He was no more than twelve years old; his shoeless feet carried him quickly over the mud, chased by several dogs that snapped at his heels and coat tails. He screamed as he ran. To his right and lying helpless on the floor was an old woman. She was surrounded by a pack of dogs that grabbed at her arms and legs and pulled her across the ground like a rag doll. She made no sound, no resistance; the life had ebbed from her body moments before. The boy lunged for the low branch of a tree and, reaching out at full stretch, took hold and swung from the ground just as a large black mongrel jumped forward with bared teeth, trying to sink them into his flesh. Chaos covered the whole square as the dogs split into smaller packs to chase their victims into Gallon Place and Coptic Street. It seemed as if the whole of London was filled with the cries of people being savaged.


There was a sudden and loud banging on the door of Blake’s house. The large brass tapping-handle was smashed repeatedly against the door plate, echoing through the hallway and up the circular staircase to the observation room. Blake looked out below. There in the street was Isaac Bonham, friend and Fellow of the Royal Society. He shouted loudly as he banged the door and tried to shake off a small brown deck hound that was gripping his leg.


‘Blake, in the name of Hermes let me in!’ he cried, the pain of the bite tinging his voice. ‘Blake, shoot the thing! Let me in, do something!’


The dog let out a loud squeal as he kicked it against the iron railing of the house. But then three large mastiffs slowly walked into the square. They were wheezing and breathless, their mouths stained with fresh blood. They looked at Bonham, and even from such a distance they could smell his fear. Blake saw the creatures and realised that his friend was in great danger. He ran to the door, knowing he would have to move faster than the dogs if he were to save his friend. Down and down he ran, round and round, along each landing, his heart pounding in his chest.


Outside, the mastiffs stared at Bonham for several moments and then set off, covering the ground towards him a yard at a time. They slavered and growled as they ran, baring their large stained teeth, getting closer by the second.


Bonham screamed as he watched the dogs pounding down on him. He felt like a cornered fox about to be torn apart, ripped and eaten. ‘Quickly man, let me in!’


Blake stumbled over his feet, fell one length of the stairs and crumpled on the landing of the first floor. He got up and ran again. ‘Bonham, look out man, I’m here!’ he shouted. He knew that he had one more flight and then the length of the hall before he got to the front door. And then panic hit him: the key, where was the key?


Outside, Bonham watched as the mastiffs pounded the mud with their paws, racing each other, their speed increasing with the prospect of a kill. He braced himself for what was to come. He squared his back against the door and drew a small flintlock pistol from his belt, knowing he would have only one shot, knowing he could not kill all three creatures. With both hands he aimed the gun at the hounds. Relentlessly they covered the ground before him. Bonham sighted the lead animal; it was larger than the others and led by a length. He aimed the gun a yard ahead and slowly squeezed the trigger. The hammer fell and powder exploded as the shot rang out, hitting the mastiff in the chest. The animal let out an ear-splitting howl but didn’t even flinch. Bonham closed his eyes and waited. In thirty seconds he would be prey for the hounds.


Blake got to the door, which was made of thick oak, four times bolted and twice locked. He quickly began to slide away the bolts – one, two, three, four – counting as he went. ‘The key, the key!’ he shouted, searching frantically for its hiding-place. Then, looking down, he spied the key on a small hook. He grabbed it tightly and pushed it into the top lock, turning as fast as he could, knowing he had only seconds before Bonham’s demise. He fumbled in his haste and the key dropped to the floor. He grabbed it again and quickly turned the bottom lock. It was stiff and hard to turn, but opened with a reassuring clunk. He slapped the handle and the great door swung open.


Bonham fell backwards into the hall, and Blake was confronted with the sight of the three hounds bounding towards him.


The wounded mastiff summoned all of its strength as it leapt from the road up the marble steps towards him. Seeing his fate, Blake quickly slammed the door and slid the bolts. There was a loud thud as the door vibrated and shook with the impact of the hound, but it held fast. He heard the dog drop to the gound.


There was silence in the sanctuary. Isaac Bonham stared at Blake.


‘Never be that late again,’ Bonham panted. ‘One more second and I would have said goodbye to this life.’
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2: Pulvis Humani Cranum





From the safety of the second-floor library with its polished floors and ochre walls, Blake and Bonham looked out on the devastation in the square. Pistol and musket shots rang out as the militia, dressed in their long red coats, white breeches and black boots, executed the last of the rampaging dogs and horses. They watched as the captain of the guard went from creature to creature. He drew his sabre over each one and with a swift blow made sure that they were dead.


The dead lay where they had fallen and the people who had sought safety in the trees were reluctant to come down for fear of yet another onslaught from some other beast. Those who had been attacked by the dogs sat in a huddled mass by the side of the road, waiting and wailing. A fine white mist blew in from the river, clinging to the house fronts and hovering like a funeral pall. It covered the ground at head height, hiding some of the people from view, covering their agony as a crisp fall of snow covers the dirt of the road.


Both men stared at the scene before them. It was now the third hour after midnight but the morning sun was in full blaze, casting thick black shadows on to the top of the mist. High above, a vivid blue sky obscured the sky dragon from view. Blake looked up, knowing that in a few days the secret would be out: others would be sure to see it and would claim it for their own unless he acted quickly. Blake could not allow that; it was his discovery, a lifetime’s work.


It was Bonham who broke the silence. Trembling, still shocked from his nightmare with the dogs, he turned to Blake. ‘They weren’t as lucky as me,’ he said as he pointed to the body of a young girl being dragged away by her mother into the ever-thickening mist. ‘That could have been me, Sabian. By Hermes, I am so glad you were in.’ Bonham patted Blake on the back. ‘One more second and that thing would have had me.’


‘You are blessed, brother, blessed. It was not your time,’ Blake replied quietly.


Bonham sensed that Blake was distant, his mind far away, engrossed in some other world.


‘But you – what of you, Sabian? Tell me, what do you think happened?’ Bonham had a deep soft voice that was warm and friendly. It was rich, like chocolate and honey. He tried to smile at Blake. ‘I could see its teeth as it ran towards me; I saw the look of hatred in its eyes. In those last few moments I thought I was staring into the depths of hell. What caused this? First the darkness and then the madness.’


‘It was foretold,’ Blake’s reply came swiftly. ‘As plain as the nose on your face, staring at us from the beginning of time and yet we couldn’t see it.’


Blake knew that he had to share the finding of the comet with Bonham. They had known each other since Magdalene College; they had shared, and sometimes stolen, each other’s secrets, but they were friends and brothers in the Cabala. He grew agitated. ‘I have something to tell you, something that I have to tell the world. You must help me. My discovery will change everything.’ He took hold of Bonham by the collar of his coat, gripping it in his fists and pulling his face close to his. ‘Promise me, promise me one thing. You must –’ He paused as he stared into his friend’s eyes. ‘I must know – will you believe what I tell you? Will you keep it a secret?’


‘Sabian, you have known me since we were young men. Tell me, what troubles you so?’


Bonham pulled Blake’s hands from his collar and walked him to the chair beside the fireplace. The fire had been covered with slack powder to keep it in for the night. It smouldered like a smoking volcano, drawn up and out into the London air by the strong updraft.


Blake sat down in the chair, his mood changing from excitement to trepidation. As Bonham prodded the fire with the brass poker, jets of coal gas leapt from the flames and burnt red and blue, hissing and spluttering.


‘Now my friend, tell me what troubles you.’ Isaac Bonham had never seen Blake like this before. He had always been a man who was in control. Blake led an ordered life, neat and precise.


‘What happened tonight was no accident and certainly not an earthquake. The very foundations of the universe have been moved by some great power of which we know little.’ Blake paused and looked at Bonham eye to eye. ‘I saw something tonight that will change the way we look at the world. I found mention of it in the Nemorensis –’


‘But the book doesn’t exist,’ Bonham butted in, his deep voice raised in excitement. ‘It’s a legend.’


‘It exists and it is here, beneath this very roof. It came into my possession by chance, delivered by the gods, one could say.’ Blake spoke quickly and in a hushed voice. ‘I have read every word and finally I found it. The calculations said that last night something would happen. When the light vanished and just before the sun rose, I saw it: between Sirius and Aquila there is a comet, and it is coming towards us.’ Blake waited for Bonham to reply but he looked into the burning coals, his mind unable to grasp what had been said. ‘What you witnessed last night was not an earthquake or sky-storm,’ Blake continued. ‘It was time standing still … We were spectators to what it was like before creation, a black, dark, void, complete nothingness.’ Bonham looked up from the fire, taking in his words for the first time. ‘Today is the first day of a new age. Everything has begun again. As before, we have the coming of a star, a comet to light our way, and wise men always follow the star.’


‘So the book is here and you really have it?’ Bonham said, still not believing.


‘It is, and I do! In fact, Isaac, you can see it for yourself.’ Blake rose from the chair and stepped towards the fireplace. ‘You too can look on the Book of Splendour. I will show you the secret.’


‘And what of this comet? Why does it predict our fate?’ asked Bonham.


‘In four nights the whole world will be able to see it with the naked eye, in twenty-one days it will either pass the earth or strike a blow from which we may never recover. This sky dragon is Wormwood. The Nemorensis says it will poison the waters and many will die from its bitterness.’


‘Can you stop it? The comet could destroy the earth and everything on it!’ Bonham raised his voice as he stepped away from the fireside and walked to the large window draped in thick green curtains. ‘If one sky-quake can bring all this destruction and madness, then what will the sight of a comet do to the people of London?’ Bonham took the dandy gun from his pocket and with his powder flask filled the barrel with a charge. From his gold waistcoat he took a bright silver snuff box and then picked out a small pistol shot the size of a large pea. ‘If the madness will come again then I will be prepared; I will go immediately and arm myself with weapons capable of killing any mad hound that ventures forth.’ Bonham loaded the shot into the pistol and charged the hammer-plate. He aimed the pistol out of the window as if to shoot. ‘The next time I face a dog from hell it won’t be my leg it chews but this lead.’


‘Your lead won’t stop the panic and it won’t stop the comet. If my calculations are correct then it will be a very close thing indeed. If they are wrong then we will be faced with the end of the world.’ Blake walked to the window, and together they looked out over the square.


‘I’ve never seen anything like this before, Sabian. Stampeding horses, mad dogs and now comets crashing to earth. And you believe you’ve the secret that will unravel all these things?’


‘Not I, but the book. And this secret we must keep to ourselves. There are others who would find great power in knowing what is to be known. The Nemorensis has the potential to change us all. It is far more powerful than the alchemist’s stone, and many will think it can turn their lead to gold. I know that somewhere in its pages is the secret of life itself.’


Suddenly they both heard a low growling coming from behind the cabinet door at the far side of the room. The door was made of book spines that looked like they were part of the library that covered the wall from floor to ceiling. Halfway down was a large green leather spine with the title etched in gold: Opus Interacto. When the spine was lifted the door would click open to reveal a large cabinet where Blake kept his supply of snuff, physick powders, gin and his most treasured possession of all, Artemisia absinthium.


Blake looked at Bonham and gestured him to be silent. The noise came again. It was the low guttural sound of a large dog with a grumbling growl that rattled through its teeth.


Bonham took the dandy gun and aimed it nervously at the cabinet door. He looked at Blake, unsure of what to do next, then slowly pulled back the hammer of the gun, making it ready to fire.


The snarling came again, followed by frantic scratching that sounded like a large creature trying to dig its way from captivity. The growling was then muzzled, and the dog snorted through its nose.


Blake hesitated. He looked at Bonham, who now held the small pistol in two hands to steady his trembling. Then Blake slowly walked towards the door. On hearing the footsteps the hound growled even louder, pushing at the cabinet door in its attempt to escape. Blake reached out and took hold of the spine of the book and began to release the catch.


The door crashed open, and Blake was pushed from his feet. Bonham froze, unable to pull the trigger. In front of him was a large black dog with its right ear torn in half and its face scarred from years of bull-baiting. It snarled through broken and jagged teeth.


‘Stop it, Brigand,’ said a soft voice, and a girl stepped from the shadow of the deepest part of the cabinet. ‘You’re frightening the gentleman,’ she said, holding tightly to the dog’s thick black leather collar.


The girl stepped forward, her face etched in shadow and sunlight. She was tall and thin with long black hair that fell over her face. Over her shoulders was a black shawl; a white apron covered a thick green dress.


‘Who in the name of Hermes are you?’ Bonham asked in amazement, pointing the pistol towards the large mongrel dog that kept growling at him.


‘That is Agetta Lamian!’ Blake said, getting up from behind the heavy cabinet door. ‘She is my housemaid.’ He spoke angrily to the girl: ‘I suppose you can give an account of why you were hiding in the cabinet?’


Agetta looked to the floor and held on even tighter to Brigand’s collar. ‘It was the earthquake, I was putting out the candles in the house, I knew you were upstairs and I always let Brigand in. He comes to meet me, protects me from the Mohocks as we walk home.’ Agetta looked up at Bonham and tried to smile. ‘I was frightened. The house started to shake, we hid in the cabinet and I held on to Brigand, he’s all I’ve got …’


‘Why then didn’t you come out when I came into the room?’ Blake asked icily.


‘I thought you would have been angry. You never liked the dog, so I thought I would hide until you’d gone and then let myself out.’ Agetta looked Blake in the eye and pushed her raven-black hair away from her face.


‘Did you hear what we spoke about?’ Blake asked.


‘Some of it. Never made much sense, so I tried to keep Brigand from snarling,’ she replied hoping the questions would stop.


‘The some of it you understood you are to keep to yourself. Mention it to no one.’ Blake looked at Bonham.


‘Will sir put the gun down now? It’s making Brigand nervous and I don’t know how long I can hold him for.’ Agetta struggled to keep hold of the collar as the dog pulled against her, hoping to grab Bonham with one bite and swing him like a captured rabbit around the room.


Bonham took one step back, clicked the hammer down and put the dandy gun into the pocket of his frock coat. An uncomfortable silence descended on the three. He looked to the dog and then to Agetta. ‘Had it long?’ he stuttered nervously. ‘Had the dog for long? He’s so … big. Does he bite?’


‘Only Mohocks, and those who get too close to me. Just what I need when I leave here at midnight to walk back to Fleet Street.’ Agetta stepped into the room, keeping the dog close to her side.


‘And the Mohocks trouble you?’ Bonham asked.


‘Once they troubled me, now Brigand troubles them. They run a mile in their fancy suits. Dressed up and dangerous, that’s what they think. Gang of idiots, I say, not a brain between them. Dress up and chase old men and harlots.’ She began to fill the room with her presence. Agetta feared very little and there was something about Blake’s friend that intrigued her.


‘Then you’d better go forth into the day and trouble them some more.’ Blake interrupted her gazing at Bonham. ‘It’s morning, you’ll be able to see them clearly. Your hound can chase them to Hyde Park if he wants to,’ he said curtly.


Agetta looked at the gold French clock on the mantelpiece. ‘It’s still night, sir, but the sun has risen.’


‘My dear girl,’ Blake said. ‘You hid through an earthquake of such significance that it altered time. It is morning, the darkness has passed, it is a new day.’ He looked at Bonham and then back to Agetta. ‘Take the day off, come back tonight,’ he said briskly. ‘But tell no one of what you heard or you will need more than your dog to save you … I know you understand.’ He looked to the room above, his voice obvious in its threat. Agetta bowed her head.


‘I understand, sir,’ Agetta said as she led Brigand from the room. She turned in the doorway. ‘I know you think I’ll talk about what I heard, but I won’t. I may be many things, but I will keep my promise, Doctor Blake, I assure you of that.’


‘I know you will, Agetta, I know you will.’ Blake smiled, unknowingly charmed again. She had worked her magic once more and he hadn’t even realised it.


Agetta left the library, carefully closing the door behind her. She let go of Brigand and ushered him down the stairs. She herself didn’t move, but cupped her ear to the door and listened.


‘That was quite a fright, Sabian,’ Bonham said. ‘Almost shot her and the dog. Do you think she’ll speak of what she heard?’


‘Not Agetta, she knows what would happen. We can be sure of that. She knows who the master is,’ Blake replied.


‘We could have kept her here until –’


‘Her father would have been here as fast as that dog crossed the square,’ Blake butted in. ‘You would rather face the mastiff than Cadmus Lamian. If you think the Mohocks are the scourge of the city, then Cadmus Lamian would be your worst nightmare. He is a man you would never want to cross.’


Blake walked back to the window and looked out over the mist-covered square. ‘It was old Cadmus who got me to take his daughter on. Twisted my arm and my purse strings. He said she would be useful but she costs me more than any servant I have ever had. There is something about the girl. When you look into her eyes it is as if you are staring at someone who has seen the world many times before, and knows more about life than you do. But she’s good at her job and she knows when to keep her mouth shut.’


Outside the room Agetta raised one eyebrow and tightened her lips to a scowl. She had heard everything. The threats of the observation room held no fear for her. She had seen his companions parading through the house dressed in their fancy costumes and chanting like gypsies, and she had listened to their magical dances and acclamations. It was Agetta who cleared away the burnt-out candlesticks with their black wax and the incense bowls filled with bitter myrrh. While they danced, she lightened their purses a coin at a time, a sovereign from one and a guinea from another. All done with a smile on her face and a ‘Thank you, sir’ as they tipped her for holding their coats, dispersing at midnight into the gutters like the London rats they were.


Blake could believe of Agetta all that he wanted. He could fuddle her mind with stories of other worlds, mysterious charms and strange exhortations, but every day by midnight she had dripped one more piece of his wealth into her cup, and when it ran over she would be gone, for ever.


Agetta left the men talking in the room and stealthily made her way down the stairs to the back door where Brigand was waiting, his tail swishing backwards and forwards. The servants’ entrance led into a narrow alley where even on the brightest day the sun never shone. It was damp and, in the chill of the morning, deathly cold. The mist from the river hung off the walls of the surrounding houses like giant cobwebs that clung to her face as she walked towards Holborn. The only other person in the alley was a derelict woman who was slumped against the gate of the house opposite. The bottle of gin in her hand was almost lost in the crumpled mass of ragged clothes, skin and bone which made up her human form. She was as ugly as the grave, with a lined face and blistered lips. She looked at Agetta through one open eye; the other was crusted shut with yellow flux.


‘Give a penny to your old mother!’ the woman cried out. ‘Just a penny so I can buy a bottle of Geneva.’


Agetta ignored her and set off at a pace. Brigand ran over to the woman and sniffed at her face and then jumped back, unsure as to who or what she was.


‘Brigg! Leave her!’ Agetta shouted, her voice echoing along the dark alleyway.


The dog leapt away from the woman and shook itself and shivered, every hair on its back standing on end. The woman dropped the bottle from her numb fingers, and it clattered as it rolled over the cobbles. Brigand followed Agetta down the gentle slope of the passageway, stopping every now and then to turn and look at the old woman. It was as if he could see her in a different way, could look beneath the dirty, stained clothes and see the creature within. A creature that he did not trust.


The quiet of the alley quickly gave way to the bustle of Holborn. Wagons and carriages packed the street, heading for the safety of the Vauxhall countryside. Everywhere, throngs of people shocked from their beds by the quake were now mesmerised by the sun that was penetrating the layer of river mist. High above the dome of St Paul’s the bright red globe burnt in a pale sky. A fresh breeze blew through the streets and brought with it the smell of the tide, like roasted nutmeg. Agetta stepped out along Holborn, picking her way through the noise and the hordes of people gathered outside the shops and taverns. She took the dark, narrow alley that cut through from Holborn to the Ship Tavern and the gambling houses of Whetstone Park.


Three nights before there had been a murder in Inigo Alley. Agetta could see the bloodstains on the wall from where the murdered man had tried to escape. His screams had been heard from the street, and even though people came quickly to his aid no one else was found. It was as if the murderer had simply vanished into thin air.


Cold shivers ran down her spine as Brigand pushed by her with a rumbling growl. Then he stopped in his tracks and started to bark. There was no one in the alley and yet he growled and snarled at something visible only to the eye of a dog, something that walked in another world.


Agetta knew they were not alone. ‘Stop it, Brigg, you’re frightening me!’ she shouted. The dog was now jumping up and down and snarling louder and louder. ‘Brigg, stop –’


Without any sound, Agetta was grabbed from behind, and a hand covered her mouth. She was pulled through a doorway that she hadn’t even realised was there. The door slammed shut and she was trapped in complete darkness. Agetta could hear the heavy breathing of the person holding her. She could feel the dampness of the gloved hand that smothered her face.


‘Don’t scream, girlie, not if you want to see your dog or the light of day again.’ It was the voice of the woman from the alleyway. ‘I’ve been watching you, day and night. I know your coming in and going out.’ The woman pressed closer to Agetta, who could feel the lice crawling from the hand and on to her face. ‘I could have snatched you whenever I liked but it’s not you I want. There’s something I need you to do. When you leave Blake’s house tomorrow night, come to Inigo Alley and you will find a message. It’ll tell you what to do. If you don’t, then I will get your precious dog and feed him to the rats … and then I’ll get you.’


Agetta tried to speak but the strong hand kept her mouth firmly shut. She could see nothing, only smell the stench of gin, street dirt and rotten flesh. As the woman spoke her breath rattled through her body, sounding like she was on the verge of death.


‘Not a word to Blake or your father. They can’t help you, girlie. Tomorrow in the alley by the Ship Tavern, quarter past midnight. The clock of St George will tell you when. Don’t be late.’


Before she could speak, Agetta was thrown into the alley and the door slammed shut. She landed face-down in the grime of emptied slop buckets. Brigg ran to her, barking. She turned. The doorway had vanished. All that was before her was the solid stone of the alley wall. Agetta gulped her breath as the mist was drawn around her and the light began to fade.


In front of her was a dark figure silhouetted by the light of the lamp from the Ship Tavern. Silently it came closer. It was a man wrapped in a deep purple cloak; his face was white and featureless. Agetta jumped to her feet and pulled a knife from her waist band to protect herself. Without sound or sensation the spectre rushed forward, passing straight through her and then fading away. Agetta could not speak. It was the first time she could remember being gripped with fear.


The noise of the street returned. Agetta looked around, dazed and unsure.
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3: The Apothecary





As she ran through the chaos of Fleet Street Agetta could feel her heart pounding. She brushed the lice from her face, looking ahead through tear-stained eyes. Brigand ran beside her, turning to look round every few paces to check that they weren’t being followed, scenting the air for the damp, foul odour of the derelict woman.


In the distance Agetta could see the lodging house owned by her father on the corner of Ludgate Hill and Fleet Bridge. The thick smoke from its three chimneys mingled with the fading mist from the river. Its narrow bricks and beamed walls jutted out into the street and held up the thick tiled roof.


Agetta stopped to catch her breath, hoping that the fear would drain from her body. She didn’t want her father to guess from her appearance that she had been frightened. This was a secret she could not share with her father.


Outside the lodging house three young boys wagered over two cockerels that fought in the dirt. Agetta watched as the birds danced backwards and forwards, throwing their spurs, trying to catch each other a fatal blow. They looked like two fat judges in powdered wigs.


The larger, fatter bird had a fine black comb on the top of its squat head. This fell from side to side like a black cap as the cockerel jumped and ducked, kicking out its claws against the smaller fowl that had fallen into the mud. The boys squealed with excitement as the black-capped cockerel leapt on its victim, slashing with its claws and tearing with its beak. There was hardly a movement from its prey. Death had come quickly. The eldest boy lifted up the winning bird by its bloodied legs and in triumph threw it in the air. The dead cockerel was carefully picked from the mud and examined by tiny fingers looking for its weakness. Then it was dropped back to the earth. Its wings fell open and its head crumpled to the side, a single drop of blood issuing from its beak.


All thought and fear of the sky-quake seemed to have vanished from the people of Fleet Street. It had been something beyond understanding, like a terrible nightmare, but now it was over. Life had returned to the commotion of before. The slop-covered road was swathed with discarded news-sheets; horse carts jammed the street as coachmen lashed out with knotted whips. In amongst the mud ran the sedan men, lifting a box-chair with its shuttered windows and secret passenger. They shouted ‘By your leave’ as they pushed through the crowds, running for the city. Agetta was surrounded by haste; the noise of the street burst her ears. Her heart churned, and the scent of the gloved hand still clung to her face. She kicked the dead cockerel aside and pushed the boys out of her way. As the boys lashed out in return Brigg snapped at them, snarling, and they stepped back, knowing that he would love to bite their flesh. In front of Agetta was the faded red door of her house. The sign above it read: Lamian’s Lodging House – clean guests welcome!


Inside, the smell of roast lamb filled the air. From the kitchen the sound of chopping entered into the hall. Brigg found his place by the fire opposite the stairs, scratched and then settled down to stare at the flames.


Agetta dusted herself down, brushing the dirt from her clothes before she faced her father. Above the crunch of metal slicing through meat and dividing flesh from marrow his voice rang out: ‘Agetta, is that you? Agetta! Come here, there’s food to take to Newgate Gaol, half the town has gone mad and the other half is hungry, now get in here!’


Cadmus Lamian had a harsh, roaring voice. There was nothing gentle in his tone or appearance. He was a tall, brutish man with long, thin fingers a span in length. On the side of his temple was a large bulging growth that disfigured his brow and pulled the skin tight over his face.


Agetta went quickly into the kitchen. Cadmus stood by the long wooden table in the centre of the room, his apron smeared with blood and grease. The black oven bellowed out its smoke and heat. It softened the wax candles and scorched the eyes with the blistering fat that awaited the side of mutton he was now preparing. Next to the oven was the fireplace with its thick wooden mantel, a cauldron for boiling water and an iron log-rack. The fire burnt brightly, sending waves of hot amber light into the dark corners of the room.


Cadmus didn’t look up as he chopped a stubborn leg bone that refused to be broken. ‘What a night, hardly in bed before the madness struck. Rattled to the floor, shaken down the stairs and since then every man-jack has been to the door wanting to be fed.’ He smashed at the bone even harder, spraying splinters across the room. ‘Strange start to a day, lass. Don’t like it, don’t like it at all.’ He stopped and wiped the sweat from his forehead with a bloodied hand. He saw the look in Agetta’s face as a question about her mother appeared on her lips. ‘She is in bed, says she has a fever – I say she drank too much gin.’


At that he raised the thick flat blade above his head and with all his force chopped through the remaining shard of bone, which snapped in two as the cleaver sliced into the table. Cadmus gave out a relieved grunt and laughed. ‘All they want is meat wrapped in bread, and for the price of a penny that is what they will get.’ He looked at Agetta. She was never this silent. ‘Cat got your tongue?’ he asked sharply.


‘I need to sleep. It’s been a long day and a short night. Blake will want me back by dusk, he hates doing candles.’ Agetta couldn’t tell her father what had happened. He would never believe her story. She thought he would laugh at her, he always laughed at her. She hoped her father would leave her be, leave her to sleep and face her future alone.


‘There’s plenty of time for sleep. Now there’s work to be done and work means money.’ Cadmus drooled over the words as he slipped the side of mutton into the hot fat of the long cooking pot. The flesh sizzled as the fat exploded the skin into crispy blisters. With one hand he opened the door of the black oven, from which bright red embers sent a surge of heat into the room. Cadmus slid the dish across the table, gliding it gently into the oven and slamming the door in a satisfied way. ‘Done,’ he said as he turned to Agetta. ‘How is the old dog, Blake? Still got plenty of money?’


Agetta dropped her purse on to the table; it landed with a soft thud and a clatter of coins.


‘Two shillings, that’s all I dared take. He had no visitors today. I found one coin in his coat pocket, the other I took from his purse.’ Agetta smiled, pleased with herself.


‘And he pays you for doing it,’ her father laughed. ‘In the jar, with the rest. One day we will leave this fine London mansion and retire to the country.’


‘He did have one visitor,’ Agetta continued. ‘Isaac Bonham. He was chased by some dogs when the earthquake happened. Just managed to escape. I heard them talking, said something about a star in the sky and a book. Stupid talk, that’s all they ever do.’ Agetta placed the two coins in the wooden box that they kept on the shelf over the fireplace. ‘Said the book was full of secrets, would tell them if the star would crash to earth. I think they called it a comet.’


‘Bonham, eh? Fellow of the Royal Society. A rich man, richer than Blake.’ Cadmus mused over the thought of two wealthy men in one place. Agetta could see that his mind raced as he planned how to exploit this situation. ‘That Blake is full of his own importance. He wants to discover the secrets of the universe,’ Cadmus said as he pulled a tray of bread from the oven. ‘Take care to remember everything he says; there’ll be those who would give good money to know what goes on in that house.’ He looked up from the table and smiled. ‘Remember, Agetta, good things come to those who wait, and we have waited for long enough. Now come and help, we have guests waiting to be fed, and that quake might not have been the last.’


Agetta looked around the kitchen. She had known no other place. This room had been her world since she was born. Every smell, every mark on the stained walls, every cobweb that had hung off the ceiling for all her fourteen years were known to her.


She remembered the day when as a young child she had burnt her hand on the oven door. From then it had been the black monster that lurked menacingly in the corner of the room. She had stoked its fires with kindling and driftwood picked from the Thames at low tide when she mudlarked with her friends. As night came she would sit by the washtub that was always filled with pots and lard-crusted water. It reminded her of a ship she had seen sunk in the mud at Rotherhithe. The spines of the barrel stuck up like the planks of the vessel filling with the tide. In the corner of the room she would wait for the rats to scamper from their hole, searching for supper. With one crack of the fire poker she would smash at their heads as they peered from the darkness. Brigg would chase them across the dirty stone floor, catch them in his teeth and throw them against the wall like rag dolls. When they were dead he would prod them with his nose, hoping they would return to life to play a never-ending game of chase.


Her father’s rough voice jolted her from her dream. ‘Did you see the book that Blake spoke about? It could be valuable, and maybe we could relieve him of it …’


‘He’d know it was me. Anyway, I don’t know where he keeps it.’ Agetta hesitated as she spoke.


‘If we timed it right, when the chimney boy –’ Cadmus was thinking aloud.


‘We should just keep doing what we are doing and not bother,’ Agetta snapped.


‘Losing your nerve, are you, girl? Don’t want to help your father any more, getting too fancy for thieving?’ Cadmus stepped towards her, meat cleaver in hand.


There was a heavy knock on the kitchen door. Cadmus Lamian slammed the cleaver into the table. The door opened and a man stepped slowly and gently into the kitchen. Agetta noticed that his once fine clothes were now tattered and torn. His long frock coat bore the stains of the street, and its lining showed at the elbows and collar. On his feet she saw that the leather of his boots was gossamer thin, allowing the calluses of sixty years to push through. He was thinner and taller than her father; his worn, lined face was tanned and weathered by a foreign sun.


‘Mister Lamian,’ he said in a gentle voice, just louder than a whisper. ‘If I might be so bold as to talk to you alone?’


Lamian gave Agetta a look that told her to leave quickly. She turned and walked to the door. ‘I’ll see to the other guests, father. They may need entertaining.’


The man made no effort to move from the entrance. Agetta squeezed uncomfortably past him as he grinned at her, obviously seeing her discomfort.


‘A pretty girl, so young,’ he said as she left, knowing that she would hear his words.


‘What can I do for you, Mister Sarapuk?’ Cadmus asked as he offered his friend a chair at the table. They sat together; Cadmus could see the whites of Sarapuk’s eyes blazing red in the reflection from the fire. On his face wisps of fine white hair clung neatly to his chin, intertwined with crumbs of ship’s biscuit.


‘It’s about my shop,’ Sarapuk whispered. ‘I have purchased a small property on Seething Lane, near to Hart Street. There are rooms above, so at the end of the week I will be moving in.’ He paused. ‘I will of course still require your fine food – say, every evening at seven?’ He paused again and looked back to the door, listening intently. ‘I wonder if it would be possible for Agetta to call on me? I seldom get to talk to anyone, she is such a charm and would bring a pleasant distraction to an old man’s life.’


‘Anything is possible … for the right price,’ Cadmus replied with a smile that was filled with the prospect of money. ‘This shop of yours, what will it sell?’ he asked, eagerly searching for an opportunity to do business.


‘I will not sell, Cadmus, I will cure. I am to be an apothecary and surgeon, so medicines, teeth and skull-tapping are my business. I have an interest in anatomy, but willing subjects are so hard to come by.’


‘Must take a lot of learning to come to that, Mister Sarapuk. Those are higher things, higher than a man like me should think about.’ Cadmus tried to look interested.


‘Well, we all get sick, whether in body, mind or spirit. One day everyone will need a doctor and surgery is the art of the future. I intend, when the time is right, to open a small hospital – if I can find those sufficiently interested in making money.’ As he spoke he looked Cadmus in the eyes. ‘I have made so many mistakes in my life, been cheated out of so much, but this time things will be different. For a hundred pounds a man could make an investment that would be paid back many times over but, like corpses, men like that are hard to find.’ Sarapuk slowly tapped a finger on the table as if beating out the rhythm of a secret concerto.


‘I may know someone who could help you in both counts, Mister Sarapuk,’ Cadmus replied, his interest awakened. ‘The hundred pounds, what is the guarantee of its return?’


‘All I can say is that for the right man there are always golden opportunities.’ Sarapuk raised one eyebrow and smiled.


‘There must be something driving you to do this, Mister Sarapuk. Caring for people, opening a hospital, these are high ideals.’ Cadmus turned and leant towards him. ‘For me, I strive to do the best for my wife and child. I know a good bargain when I see one and as long as the Lamian family are hearty and well fed then I am a happy man. But you, what spurs you on?’


Sarapuk looked around the room again. He checked the door and listened carefully. The room glowed red with the light from the fire, and candles burnt brightly around the walls. The tiny window at the rear of the kitchen struggled to suck in any light from the street. There was no night and no day visible. It was a timeless place with thick solid walls that had stood against rebellions, colliers’ riots and the plague. Even the Great Fire had only charred its walls. Sarapuk thought carefully before he spoke, drawing in a long and measured breath.


‘My dear friend, I have travelled the world in search of its secrets. From Egypt to Persia I have dug the ruins of many cities. My search has been relentless, but that for which I labour is not to be found in the world, only in the deep recesses of the body. My search is for the place of the soul.’ With a strong grip, Sarapuk clasped hold of Lamian’s arm, pulling him towards him. ‘I know that I will be the one who finds it, and when I do I will be able to capture a human spirit at the time of death and prove to the world that we are immortal. Think of it, Cadmus, think of it. What would people give to see a soul, the eternal essence captured in a glass jar and on view for two shillings? I would be a rich man. We could be rich men!’ Sarapuk gave out a shrill, excited laugh.


‘You think this is possible, that you could do it?’ Cadmus asked, drawn into the excitement.


‘It is like a jigsaw puzzle, for with every year I have found another piece. Now it is nearly complete.’ Sarapuk stopped and looked nervously around the room. ‘We can’t tell anyone of this, it has to be kept secret. The authorities may frown on my research and I cannot be so choosy as to say where my volunteers come from.’


‘These volunteers, are they … dead?’ Cadmus asked hesitantly.


‘So far, yes,’ Sarapuk said quietly. ‘There will come a time when I may need one or two who are, as you may say … leaving one world for the next.’ He again drew in a long and loud breath. ‘I would prefer them to be fresh. Some that I have bought have hung for too long and have been somewhat damaged.’


Cadmus mused. ‘I may be able to help you. I have a friend, John Swift, who is the gaoler at Newgate. For a small fee he could be able to provide you with what you need. Have breakfast with the guests as my treat, and let me think this matter through. It is a most unusual business agreement and I would want our partnership to be kept a considerable secret. I wouldn’t want people thinking that Lamian was having thoughts above his place in life.’


Sarapuk stood up, grabbing Cadmus by the hand and shaking it furiously. ‘These are important times, the age of science and truth. We could bring a new way of looking at the world. In one year you could be the talk of London society, have your own supper box in Vauxhall Gardens, a carriage or river barge, and that daughter of yours would make someone a beautiful wife.’
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