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THE DREAM THIEF

‘Children being hurt, sir. A little girl who won’t wake up, children going missing, sir . . . Don’t mistake me, the police would be perfectly happy to beat you to a pulp and throw your body into the river if they ever even thought you were protecting someone who hurts children, Mr Majestic, sir. Do you have any children, sir?’

The ringmaster gave a cry. He raised his head to the sky and his hands to his face, and his whole body seemed to wrench and shiver with an uncontrollable rage. Yet Lyle couldn’t help but notice, as Mr Majestic swung the long dark end of his cane with all his strength into the side of Lyle’s head, that even as his body twisted in fury, all that came from his lips was a little child-like giggle.

Even if nothing else was real, the cane felt solid enough where it smacked into Lyle’s skull. And as his mother always said - you know you’re onto something if they’re trying to kill you.

The thought gave him little comfort, as the sky turned topsyturvy, clowning with the earth, and then went out entirely.
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CHAPTER 1

Stories

Let me tell you a story:

Once upon a time . . .

(All the best stories begin like this.)

. . . there was a princess locked in a tower by an evil witch until, one day, the handsome prince came to save her and called out, ‘Fairest one, I shall pluck you down from these harsh stones!’ or words to that effect. And while being saved from a witch’s tower may not have been a sound basis for a prudent relationship, the princess concluded that the chances of her encountering a man of appropriate class, chivalry and, most importantly, dragon-proof armour were probably remote, and so she was plucked off her feet and whisked away to live happily ever after.

And once upon a time there was an evil dragon . . .

. . . that was slain . . .

. . . and an evil wizard . . .

. . . who drowned in his own bubbling cauldron . . .

. . . and a monster of a thousand, thousand teeth that reared its ugly head from the sea to devour the ships that passed above, as the green lightning fell and the waves crashed, and it was mighty and eternal . . .

. . . and was eventually killed . . .

. . . and all things concluded, everyone who had ever been wronged by the darkness that waits just outside the bedroom window. . .

. . . lived happily ever after.

Once upon a time.

 



That was then.

This is now.

 



Run, Sissy Smith!

 



Hadn’t meant to see hadn’t meant to hadn’t meant to maybe just a peek, just a peek, just to see, hadn’t meant to see what she had seen, hadn’t meant, hadn’t meant, please, she hadn’t meant nothin’! Wouldn’t tell no one, promise, honest, wouldn’t tell no one please please please . . .

. . . too late . . .

. . . now run!

 



Once upon a time there was a marsh by a river with not much to recommend it except that it was there and so were they and  because no one in the vicinity was actively trying to kill them at the time. Then it became a village, made of wood and spit and a good deal of optimism; then a town that burnt down as quickly as it could be built; then what at the time passed for a city. And with the city came the cathedral and the palace and the stone walls with the gates closed against the night, and watchmen and fire buckets and bridges and the occasional cobbled road. Among the inhabitants grew a general attitude: ‘What do you mean . . .  elsewhere?’ and things were generally good and happy (apart from the odd tedious outbreak of plague and rioting) and the people who lived there concluded that, really, they were onto a very good thing after all and it was only ignorance that meant the rest of the country couldn’t see it. And they called their city London for reasons known only to a select handful of dead scholars, and it thrived and prospered and felt fairly pleased with itself.

And as prosperity does, it brought its friends to the party, and within a relatively short time the city of London found itself heaving under the weight of coppers, mudlarks, costermongers, lawyers, snipes, beggars, thieves, physicians, surgeons, tramps, sailors, tinkers, tailors, colliers, farriers, sweepers, blacksmiths, seamstresses, hat-makers, glove-makers, rope-makers, sail-makers, mill workers, organ-grinders, tattlers, rattlers, tracters, priests, vicars, wardens, dustmen, postmen, politicians, printers, writers, painters, actors, carpenters, bricklayers, masons, rabbis, Moors from the south, Hindoos from the east, vagrants, penny-a-day labour, cheap-johns, missionaries, secretaries, clerks, officers, soldiers, jugglers, acrobats, fire-eaters, match girls, flower-makers, flower sellers, rat-catchers, bird tamers, snake sellers, and . . . so on.

So that pretty soon the inhabitants of London were hammering on the doors of their local parish council and demanding to know just why the price of plum pudding had risen so high, and just why the queues to the union ward stretched round the corner of the building, and who had decided to put the privy house by the water pump, and why the police had beaten the strikers who had smashed the machines that had taken their jobs and, for goodness sake, where was  Blackwall anyway and why were they supposed to live there when they’d lived eight to a room in Holborn since Grandpa’s time?

And it all could have ended in another Peterloo, or with more of that damn Chartist nonsense, until some bright spark, watching the smoke rise from the chimneys of London and the once-white stones turn black with the stain of coal, raised his hand and pronounced the one magic word: progress.

Somehow, that made it all a little bit better.

Once upon a time . . .

 



He said, ‘Once upon a time . . .’

She replied, ‘Borin’!’

‘Once upon a time . . .’

‘Borin’!’

‘Listen! Once upon a time, a long time ago, there lived a young man who didn’t know his destiny . . .’

‘Urgh,’ sighed the girl. Candlelight flickered at the force of her disdain, spilling yellow shadows up the four wide walls of the untidy bedroom. ‘Borin’ borin’ borin’! I bet as how this young man what you’re talkin’ ’bout goes an’ finds his destiny an’ he’s  got a magic sword an’ there’s this wizard what tells him what he’s gotta go an’ do, an’ it’s all nice, an’ it ends all happy ever after an’ - borin’.’

‘Not at all! It’s a . . . it’s a . . .’ There’s a fluttering of pages, a pursing of lips. A silence. ‘All right,’ said the man at last. ‘So there are certain salient literary traits you might have put your finger on here.’

‘See! Borin’!’

‘Well, what do you want me to read? This was your idea!’

The girl thought about it. ‘Penny dreadful?’ she asked at last.

‘I am not—’

‘Pirate story!’

‘I hardly think it’s approp—’

‘Ohohohohoh, one of them stories ’bout them Americans in the big boots what shoot people! Then you can do the silly voice what makes you sound like there’s a poker shoved up your nos—’

‘No! Miss Chaste says that all children’s reading material must have a moral and educational—’

‘Borin’!’

The man sitting on the edge of the girl’s bed gave its occupant a long, hard look. ‘Tess,’ he said at last, like a man grappling with a difficult and tiring problem. ‘Tess . . .’

‘Yes, Mister Lyle?’ Sugar-coated caramel couldn’t have been sweeter than the angelic expression on the girl’s face.

‘Tess, remind me why I look after you?’

‘Who said it were you what did the lookin’ after, Mister Lyle?’

 



By the rules of the storyteller, the sentiment would be . . .


Meanwhile . . .

She thought perhaps she’d managed to lose them, down by  Tyburn, where the new white stones of Marble Arch were already turning grey from the chimneys all around. Respectable gentlemen on the way to their respectable homes mingled here with street traders hoping to make a few pennies on their pies, stockings and steaming mugs of rum. In between darted the busy travellers hurrying south to Victoria Station and thieves from the eastern darknesses of St Giles and Soho to see that, while the travellers might make it to their train, their purses never did. The crowds made it easier; no one was going to notice a girl with bleeding feet stained black with mud - no one wanted to see. So she staggered and crawled towards the east, her knees stained with dust and soot, while her head pounded and the blood in her veins turned to slow burning sludge.


Poison.

She only knew the name of one poison - arsenic - and only then because of the rats. Knowing didn’t make anything better, not without knowing a cure as well.

Marble Arch met with the dignified terraces of Mayfair; then Mayfair’s grand houses collided with Soho, whose busy, blackened streets melted into crooked walls and ruinous houses. Roads lost all meaning. She ran through basements knee-thick in mud and floating red slime, crawled up a flight of stairs containing two planks to each gaping void, scuttled for a few yards down a half-cobbled, wretched space that might once have been wide enough for carts, tumbled through an open doorway and across a floor where eight people slept in the space for two, crawled out of the broken wall on the other side to a square where the black iron pump had long since lost its handle and old grey shirts dripped muddy brown stains onto  the churned-up ground. She should have lost them here - of all places - not even the coppers entered the rookeries without a guide, and every thief paid another a shilling for protection. She should have lost them! A ladder onto a balcony that skirted unevenly into the heaving guts of an old brewery, where ladies with empty eyes slumbered in corners held up with rope and hope, and not much of either. Down a rotting plank, scaring off the one-legged pigeon hobbling at its end, past the brewery stinking of hot yeast, down the long wall of the stained black church with its broken tombstones, under the twisted metal bridge that used to lead to the textile factory, before the supports began to snow orange rust into the street. Hot steam crawled and wormed its angry way out from between the shuttered windows of the mill, smoke twisted into the air and, from somewhere not so far off, the thud of fat new pistons mixed with the solemn tread of the costermonger’s thin donkey on its way home for the night.

Anyone else would have given up by now. Just another child lost in the streets; who’d believe her anyway? But she knew - Sissy Smith knew - that, after what she’d seen, they weren’t going to stop.

 



And if this were a fairytale, the word would be . . .


Elsewhere . . .

The woman wore a white apron, and a white hat so crisp and bright, the air seemed to move out of its way when she turned her head. Her voice, when she spoke, wanted to be firm, commanding, authoritative, but sounded like a nag, just two dribbles short of a whine.

She said, ‘Another one?’

‘I were hungry.’

He is a child in an adult’s grey coat. He is chewing the sleeve.

That’s all that really matters, for now.

She says, ‘Yes, but that’s two in—’

‘I were hungry. I get hungry.’

‘Well - very well. I suppose there’s still space on the ward. What about this girl? You’re sure she saw?’

‘She ran.’

‘Can you . . .?’

‘She’s scared. Not proper scared - not fun scared. She’s so scared it makes her feel sick. She’ll sleep, an’ then she won’t be scared no more.’

And for just a moment, the woman looks at this child in a grey coat, and she is disgusted.

 



Turn a page.

Look down.


Deeper.

A picture of a house in Blackfriars.

Identical to hundreds of houses in dozens of terraces thrown up in so many streets and fields across and around London. Its bricks had, once upon a time, been pale yellowish, but it had only taken a few months for the furry black soot from the city’s smoke and fog to turn the walls dark grey. The front door and area railings were painted black to disguise how thick the dirt lay upon them; the sash windows were grimy, though the chimneys were clean; the front steps had never been swept.

Look deeper.

This house doesn’t belong. Among the other tall, narrow  buildings on a street making its crooked way down towards the river, this house was an interloper, being scarcely older than the man who lived here, and all in all it looked . . .

. . . not quite One of Us, but certainly not One of Them.

Just like its owner.

Deeper. See it yet?

Fresh stucco lay over much of the walls, disguising, somewhere beneath, pockets of wire thick as a man’s wrist, running from top to bottom, along with iron pipes that only occasionally carried water. The new indoor privy, a thing of technological wonder, sat in a cupboard that should have been twice the size, the remaining space being taken up by a tangle of cables, pipes and pistons that hummed and sang when the wind was high. If the drawing room had once possessed a floor, it was now visible only as thin patches of stained carpet under a mountainous growth of stacked-up books; if the kitchen was intended for cooking, any chef had to be careful to choose the mustard and not the sulphur which sat coyly nearby in the same lopsided cupboard. The basement, where servants should have slept according to the expectations of society, contained tables of twisted glass hiccups, of strange stands, bottles and boxes, labelled sometimes in a careful crooked hand as ‘DANJERUS’, or by a scrawled grinning skull and crossbones with a fake moustache and a pirate’s hat. In the loft, where more servants should have slumbered in little cots between the hours of 11 p.m. and 6 a.m., were the remnants of old, forgotten projects whose combined, if entirely incidental, firepower would almost certainly be enough to blast a hole in the Great Wall of China.

It was a house big enough for a well-ordered family of four  and their servants, or - almost - an overcrowded family of eight, with theirs.

That was what it should have been.

However, truth be told, it was absolutely and entirely too small for its current inhabitants, their experiments, their bickering and their dog. The dog in question, as much a mismatch of accidental things as his owner, was now sitting, chin resting on his paws, ears trailing out like maypole ribbons on either side of his long head, watching the nightly debate between his two pet humans.

One said, ‘I am not—’

One said, ‘Please please please please please pretty please?’

‘Polite young lady-persons—’

‘Oh, but please pleasepleasepleaseplease . . .’

The first human to have spoken raised his hands in despair and exclaimed, ‘Discipline! Duty! Patriarchal . . . things!’

There was a pause while both parties to this debate considered their own potent and powerful arguments. The second human, roughly half the first human’s height and a third his age, looked up through a tangle of what a romantic would have called thick black curls, and what the man perched on the end of the bed called, ‘that disreputable mess’ and said, very carefully and thoughtfully, ‘What’s a patri-ack?’

‘A patriarch,’ proclaimed the man, wagging a finger the effect of which seemed so profound that his whole body quivered with the indignation of it, ‘is the master of his own house! He is the fath—the dominant force within the domestic situation, the chief male, the leader, spiritual guide, moral centre, the . . . the . . . Look, he is not the kind of man who goes all the way downstairs to re-kindle a stove to boil a kettle to make a young  lady perfectly capable of doing all this herself a cup of hot milk for bedtime!’

The girl, whose name was, according to the parish register, Teresa Hatch, considered this for a very long while. Then she said, ‘An’ what’s he gotta do with us, Mister Lyle?’

Mister Lyle seemed to sag. ‘You know,’ he sighed, ‘I have no idea.’

 




Poison poison poison poison poison oh god oh god oh god don’t wanna don’t wanna not poison please please not poison not poison slow too slow too young too young ain’t seen nothin’ didn’t mean nothin’ oh please not not not so scared don’t wanna don’t wanna don’t wanna please . . .

Do you understand what’s happening here, Sissy Smith?

Probably not. Probably not the part that’s thinking about it with every gabbled terrified thought that scuttles across the mind’s ear. Doesn’t understand, and that’s what makes it so frightening. Say sorry to God - pick a god, any god - just be sure to say sorry, and hope that a vicar finds the body and sees it gets a proper burial, a trip on the train to the necropolis in the north, a decent seat in the carriage with all the pauper corpses heading for a ditch where a man in robes will say sorry for you, just in case it slipped your mind. It would make sense, if you’d other things occupying you at the time.

Sissy Smith?

Are you listening?

Say sorry before it’s too late . . .

. . . or keep on running . . .

. . . it’s entirely up to you.

A street. As London streets go, a quiet street, in that there are  only a few dozen beggars, tracters and painted ladies loitering in the gloomy puddles of darkness between the sloshes of yellow-green gaslight.

A door. A very boring door, painted black to disguise the dirt.

A door knocker. Also very boring, hammered in by someone who understood the practical applications, but couldn’t be bothered to consider any further than that.

The knocker isn’t quite the right height for a child to reach it.

Besides, who was to know when the world is going black? Think of it as nothing more than an extended, deep sleep without the need for a privy on a cold winter night.

. . . knock knock . . .

. . . can’t reach . . .

Good night, Sissy Smith. Sweet dreams.

 



Horatio Lyle - scientist, inventor, special constable, and, through no fault of his own, unofficial guardian and protector of the unknown orphan by the name of Teresa Hatch, marched up a flight of cold grey stairs.

His hair was sandy-red, as if it couldn’t quite decide on one colour or the other, his eyes a grey that shifted to the edges of green or blue depending on the time of year; and his accent, when he spoke, instantly placed him as being - Not One of Us. Close - but Not One of Us, regardless of whoever ‘We’ happened to be.

His clothes were, in principle, fine, being as they were neither eaten by rats nor blurry with fleas, but neglected chemical stains had turned the once-white of his cuffs to an off-beige smudge, that matched the discolorations across his fingers and nails. In his right hand, he was carrying a metal beaker. In the metal beaker,  swishing happily to itself, was half a pint of hot milk. As he walked up the stairs, Lyle muttered to himself. ‘Bloody patriarch bloody discipline head of the bloody house . . .’

As he passed through the hallway and towards the next upward flight of stairs, he half imagined he heard a sound from the front door and, glancing towards it, hesitated. But it didn’t come again, and there were a hundred reasons, only some of them malign, to explain a little bump in the night. As he climbed the stairs, the dog - a creature only called a dog because no other species would claim him for their own - waddled past him downstairs. The dog’s name was Tate, and, like most things in his life, Lyle could never quite work out how he’d come to be such a feature of his home, or how, with four paws and a long belly, Tate had learnt to swagger.

At the top of the stairs, Lyle nudged open a bedroom door with the end of his toe and pronounced, ‘This is the last bloody time that I bloody get you a bloody—’

Downstairs, there was the sound of barking. The scowl on Lyle’s face, which had already been trying to eat the corners of his ears, deepened. On the end of her bed, large enough to sleep ten of her and still have room to kick, Teresa Hatch did her best to look angelic. The resulting wideness of her eyes and puffiness of her cheeks resembled a suffocating hamster more than a human child. But Lyle told himself it was good that she was trying, and his scowl began to fade.

‘Next time . . .’ he began, slightly more meekly.

Downstairs, Tate’s barking grew more urgent.

‘. . . you can . . .’

Tess took the beaker from Lyle’s hands.

‘. . . fetch your own . . .’

How a dog with such little room for lung and less room for brain could produce so much sound, Lyle resolved to one day know, even - possibly especially - if it involved scalpels.

‘. . . your own bloody mil—What the hell is the matter with the dog?’

Tess shrugged, unwilling to answer in case, by doing so, Lyle noticed her existence and returned to his previous anti-hot-milk theme. Lyle stalked to the door, pushed it open and stared down the stairs into the hall. Tate was sitting, nose two inches from the front door, tail straight out behind him, barking. As Lyle started down the stairs, Tate stopped for a moment and half turned. A pair of huge brown eyes that seemed to droop at their lowest corners gave Lyle a look that made it clear just how tiresome it was having to wait for humans and their little brains. But for a few unkind twists of nature, proclaimed Tate’s face, I’d be taking you for a twice daily walk and don’t you forget it.

Lyle hesitated at the bottom of the stairs. To make his point, Tate turned back to the door and started barking again, then paused to scratch one great long ear while his master edged closer, then barked a little bit more.

Lyle said, ‘Don’t you start either.’

Tate snuffled indignantly, and, as it came within reach, started to chew on Lyle’s left trouser leg.

‘Thank you, oh faithful friend.’ Lyle sighed.

And then, because . . . because it was a big house, and a dark night, and because Tate rarely barked and, well . . . if you believed that dogs had animal instinct then it made sense that humans had one too, and while it may not be able to rationalise a top-heavy fraction, it still managed to bang the rocks together,  yes? . . . and Tate did so rarely bark, since it required too much effort on his part . . .

. . . Horatio Lyle opened his front door.

 



And that is how really it all began . . .

Once upon a time . . .
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CHAPTER 2

Thomas

Dawn crept through the alleys and lopsided streets of London with the sideways slide of a thing scared of being mugged. It rolled over the creaking ships of the eastern quays, through the warehouses of Wapping, tangled in the locomotives’ steam at Liverpool Street, stretched the shadows of the early morning flower sellers shouting for business in Covent Garden. It crawled round the high, gaudy music halls of Leicester Square, and slithered through the broken bricks of St Giles’. The dirt-stained thin grass of Hyde Park shimmered at its touch, the flaps creaked across the scaffolding in Kensington, shrouding the imperious new buildings built by the Queen in memory of  her dead husband until, eventually, the thin grey light of dawn slunk into the suburb of Hammersmith.

‘Suburb’ was a new word, and an unwelcome one. It was, the inhabitants of Hammersmith felt, a word that was entirely a result of the new railways. Their village, whose grand old country villas used to be surrounded with nothing but fields and the winding muddy banks of the Thames, now had to share space with new people. Busy people. Scuttling city people, who every day - and here was a new and disquieting word - commuted to their places of work and conducted . . .  business. Crude, messy, paper-heavy, ink-stained, number-weighed  business.

Of course, the more polite inhabitants of Hammersmith didn’t complain. Not in public. But in the high-ceilinged rooms of mansions inhabited by such as the Elwick family, there was no doubt about it - times were changing. Too fast.

Lord Henry Edward Elwick (Order of the Meretricious Rose, Knight of the White Lily, and possessor of possibly the finest pair of whiskers in west London) had seen more of these changes than he liked to admit. Dammit, his father had died invading France with Wellington, and been buried with due honours. His own two sisters were long since married to appropriately ranked members of the Austro-Hungarian aristocracy, but it was damned lucky, damned lucky, that one of them hadn’t lost everything in that whole dreadful 1848 business - which just proved his point. Rebellion! Rabble rousing! A loss of respect! That was the problem today and heaven help him if his son wasn’t enjoying the fact, if his son wasn’t aiming to study the very things that were causing all this trouble to begin with.

The thin grey sunlight stretched the mighty shadow of Lord Elwick across the breakfast table of his fine mansion in Hammersmith.

No one dared build on the land round Lord Elwick’s mansion, but even that, even the esteemed name of Henry Edward Elwick - how long could it last?

The tall grand brass clock ticked down the hours. The sunlight stretched, taking a heavy fistful of time with it.

At the breakfast table, sat a woman with pale hair and washed-white skin, wearing a neatly starched, high-buttoned stiff dress. Opposite her sat a boy. He had pale eyes set in a pale face still young enough, perhaps, to be innocent, but heading already towards being the face of a man. The clothes he wore would suit him in time, but maybe not for thirty years.

He was reading a book.

Lord Elwick frowned, a pair of mighty grey eyebrows sagged over his wrinkled face like a bridge about to collapse.

It was a book about science.

Lord Elwick cleared his throat. This was a rare occurrence at the Elwick Family Breakfast. Even the four servants arrayed along the far wall stiffened in brief surprise.

He said, ‘What are you reading, boy?’

Thomas Edward Elwick looked up from his book, the surprise barely hidden on his face. ‘Um . . .’ he mumbled, ears starting to flush bright red. Across the table, Lady Elwick’s fine eyebrows almost collided with her scalp. The men in her life were talking - albeit, each word was like the agonised hatching of a chick from a particularly thick eggshell. Nevertheless, this was almost the beginning of a . . . family conversation.

‘Your book, boy, your book!’ flummoxed Lord Elwick.

‘Uh . . . I’ve been reading a theoretical assessment of pressure dynamics and its possible application to chemical change in the absence of appropriately exothermically excitable sources.’

There was the sound of Lady Elwick’s knife carefully smearing marmalade across a thick slice of toast.

The clock ticked.

The servants radiated immaculate disinterest. Below stairs would talk about this for weeks.

‘Ah.’ The word came from Lord Elwick’s throat like a swallowed fly making an escape. ‘And is that . . . interesting?’

‘Very, sir! You see, the author suggests that we can only produce thermal reactions of so much intensity based on the chemical substances we have available, but with appropriate gearing we can exert almost any pressure you care to name upon a substance, and that with the application of pressure on a fixed volume, we can obtain extraordinary—’

‘Does he really?’ As he struggled to acknowledge the details of what his son was saying, Lord Elwick’s face almost matched the colour of the tomatoes on his plate.

‘Erm . . . yes,’ replied Thomas. ‘He does.’

Silence.

A servant refilled Lord Elwick’s coffee cup. Another removed an ornate silver dish from which all the bacon had been consumed.

‘So,’ said Lord Elwick at last, ‘is it . . . I mean, do you . . . I think what I wish to know is . . . is . . . is it actually of any damn use to man or does it have more . . . I mean more . . . you know . . .’

Thankfully no one ever found out what Lord Elwick wished to know. Cartiledge, the new butler, saved the Family Breakfast by his on-the-dot delivery of the morning post, laid out on a silver tray.

Lady Elwick let out a barely concealed sigh of relief.

Lord Elwick took the escape that the letters offered.

Thomas tried to think about calculus.

The door closed with an almost imperceptible click behind Cartiledge on his way out.

The clock kept on ticking.

The morning post - first of almost nine deliveries made daily to the doors of Hammersmith - was deposited, as usual, next to Lord Elwick for his scrutiny. Normally, and things were always strictly normal in the Elwick house, there were four letters. This morning there were five.

One of them was to Thomas.

It was the Note.

Lord Elwick had learnt to come to dread the Note. He could recognise it immediately by the big capital letters on the front, written by a hand that wanted so very much to become a messy scrawl but, by a conscious effort of will, had stopped itself on the edge of slurring. He could recognise it by the faint odour of chemicals, by the suspicious blotches on the edge of the paper, by the Blackfriars mark on the penny stamp. For a moment, the part of Lord Elwick that had always resented having to run for Parliament, instead of inheriting his seat as his predecessors had in the good old days, considered rebellion. Just for a morning, just this morning, he could not tell his son. Then he looked up, and saw . . .

. . . a pair of hopeful grey eyes, watching him. He knew what they were hoping for.

He said, whiskers trembling round his face, ‘For you. That Lyle fella, by the look of it,’ and without being able to look Thomas in the eye, passed his son the Note.

 



It was short and to the point.


Dear Thomas,

To tell a story in brief - I opened the door, a child fell through it, and Tess says she knows her. The child has been poisoned. Whatever you planned to do today, this is more important.

Best wishes,

Horatio Lyle



Below, another hand had added:


P.S. DIS IS TES MISTER LYLE IS DOIN HIS NUT COS DER IS DIS GIRL WAT I NOS AN IF SHE DIES HE WILL GO UP LIK A FIRWORK. SO SHIFT YUR BOTOM. TESS.



Lord Elwick, if he had read such a note, would probably have passed straight through scarlet fury and out the other side into snow-white convulsions. Thomas, however, was a younger man, from a newer time, and merely turned pink from the ends of his toes to the tips of his ears, folded the letter, and said, ‘Father, may I be excused from the table?’

For a moment, his father considered saying no.

The moment passed, almost as quickly as Thomas left the room, the family mansion, Hammersmith, and everything else besides, behind him.

 



Approximately five hours before Thomas Edward Elwick ran out into the morning light to find a boatman to carry him up the river to see his friend, colleague and unofficial mentor, Horatio Lyle, the following conversation could be heard issuing from the halls of Lyle’s house in Blackfriars:

‘Bloody hell!’

‘You went an’ swore, Mister Lyle! You ain’t ’posed to swear!’

‘Tess get water now!’

‘Wha’s the matter? Oh. I see!’

‘I opened the door and she just fell inside. She’s unconscious. Pale skin, clammy, pupils don’t change size when the light moves, bleeding feet, smell of ethyl . . . methyl . . . no, ethyl alcohol on her breath, sluggish pulse. I just opened my door and she just . . . Tess? What’s the matter? Tess?’

‘Mister Lyle?’

The voice of Teresa Hatch was faint and lonely in the gloom of the candlelight.

‘Tess?’

‘I knows her. I know that girl.’

‘You do?’

‘Her name’s Sissy. She’s called Sissy Smith.’

. . . and perhaps here, perhaps after all, is where it really all began . . .

 



Time flowed through Lyle’s fingertips like water, running away too fast to count the drops.

He remembered carrying Sissy Smith upstairs.

He remembered writing a note to Thomas.

He remembered trying every remedy he knew, and then some he didn’t, to try and rouse the girl. He even drew a sample of her blood, stared at it under the microscope in the naive hope that somewhere in it would be a big black sign saying ‘Poison - come get me if you can’.

And at about 4 a.m., as the clocks began to strike their off-key, out-of-tune, out-of-time dirges across the city rooftops, he sent Tess to find a doctor for Sissy Smith, who wouldn’t wake up.

 



His name was Risdon Barnaby, physician at the Evelina Hospital for Sick Children. He didn’t usually approve of making house calls at early hours of the morning. He held that daily concentration was assisted by a smooth awakening, rather than by, for example, having a little girl break in through his prised-open bedroom window and start shouting, ‘Oi, where’s this quack bloke?’ Such things were not conducive to vascular well-being.

The house to which he was dragged by the said girl, was owned by one Mister Lyle - very much a Mister, he felt, though he couldn’t say exactly why. This Mister Lyle had put the patient in a bed on the second floor and clearly, in his own amateurish way, had attempted some sort of deductive reasoning with regard to the child’s condition. Bottles, tubs of water, hot and cold, clean linen and soft towels had all been brought into the room and, at some part of the night, applied to the child in question, who lay like no more than white paper dragged over a few pencil bones, as close a picture of starving death as the doctor had ever seen. As she slept, her eyes,  sunk deep into her skull beneath her lowered eyelids, turned constantly.

Mister Lyle, standing in the door said, ‘Her name is Sissy Smith.’

Behind him, the other child, the reprobate child who had so impolitely summoned Dr Barnaby a few hours before dawn, peeked round her master’s side and said, ‘She come from the workhouse. I know her, see?’

Both Mister Lyle and the creature who, with a shudder of familial distaste, Dr Barnaby could only assume to be his savage daughter, looked tired, skin pale and eyes bruised, from their night of watching the child called Sissy Smith. ‘She come lookin’ for me,’ added the girl, ‘she come lookin’ for this house, see, an’ I know her. You a good quack?’

For a moment, there was something in the girl’s voice, older, much, much older, than her little face and pouting lower lip suggested. Something that had grown old without bothering to ask why.

Mister Lyle coughed, cleared his throat and said, ‘I think the girl - I think she’s been poisoned. It’s not really my field, but when we found her she had an increased pulse, and she convulsed in the night. It looked like actaea alba, but her pupils were small, and she’s been asleep, unable to wake, for over ten hours, which led me to think maybe papaver somniferum or a derivative . . . I need to talk to her, Doctor.’

Dr Barnaby scratched his long ginger-grey whiskers, and said, ‘Yes . . . well, actaea alba . . . yes . . .’

‘We gave her milk,’ added Lyle, ‘in case it was arsenic, and we managed to induce some vomiting.’

‘You did what?!’

‘To help remove whatever it was from her—’

‘You made this child—’

‘. . . so that the poison wouldn’t . . .’

‘Are you a qualified physician, Mister Lyle? Are you even a surgeon?’

Behind Lyle, Tess muttered something in a low voice, ‘. . . blockhead.’

Lyle smiled a knife-thin smile, and Dr Barnaby realised that the blade in question might spend its time cutting warm butter, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t slice through other things.

‘Dr Barnaby,’ said Lyle, laying a kindly hand on one arm and turning the doctor away from the glaring child by the door, ‘I am not a physician, nor a surgeon. I do not believe, for example, that opium is necessarily the wisest choice of drug with which to calm a child; that amputation is the best solution to a nasty cut; nor that slicing a hole in a man’s skull to relieve the pressure of humours on the brain will necessarily improve his ability to speak. You may at this point choose to say, “What do you know? All you can possibly have done is read a book,” and I would say, yes, I have read books. Just like you, Dr Barnaby. And I am a great believer in the power of books to enlighten as well as entertain. So I must ask you again: what can you do for Sissy Smith that we have not already tried?’

Dr Barnaby looked at Mister Lyle and his strange . . . child, that resembled Lyle in no physical way except, perhaps, a certain shrewdness round the eyes. He said, ‘The girl is in a catatonic slumber. I’ve seen such things before, occasionally, in the victims of the opium dens, but never in anyone so young. I see no symptoms of addiction to any narcotic substances, no aging of the skin around the nose or mouth, no discoloration of her veins; but  it is hard to tell. She is underfed, and clearly came a long way to find you, Mister Lyle. And as you are candid with me, let me be candid with you. I do not think there is anything you, nor I, can do to relieve her condition.’

There was silence. Two - no, three onlookers, including a small dog at the door, with great sad brown eyes - stared at him. The child, hiding behind Lyle, looked as if she was going to explode in a jungle fury - whether from sadness or rage, he couldn’t tell and didn’t want to guess. The dog looked equally unimpressed. Lyle just looked down and thought for a long, clock-tock moment, then said, ‘All right, Dr Barnaby, thank you for your time.’

He saw the doctor to the door and there, as he found was so often the way, Dr Barnaby did have one, final thought. He turned and, in a low voice not meant to be heard by dog or child, murmured to Lyle, ‘There is a place . . . a kind place, where they tend to those who cannot tend for themselves. It is in Marylebone, a hospital. I do not think you can cure this child, Mister Lyle. I do not think you want to watch her die.’

Lyle just smiled and nodded, so distant that for a moment, Dr Barnaby wondered if he’d heard a word that had been spoken.

 



When Lyle returned upstairs, Tess was sitting by Sissy Smith in her thick-blanketed bed, watching the slumbering child. Lyle said, ‘The physician’s gone.’

Tess just grunted in reply. ‘Quack.’ In silence she ran a finger down the thin, yellow-white tangle of Sissy Smith’s hair. ‘She come ’ere, Mister Lyle,’ she said at last. ‘She come lookin’ for me.’

Lyle sat down on the edge of the bed. ‘How do you know her?’

‘We was at the workhouse together. St Bartholomew’s Workhouse, N. District, Farringdon,’ she intoned, like an ancient mantra. ‘Her mam popped it when she were born, an’ my mam left me by the gate, so we was kept together, right? Sorta friends. There ain’t no real friends in the workhouse, ’cos you ain’t s’posed to talk, most of the time. But if there was friends, she was mine.’

‘Did she leave the workhouse when you did? When you ran away?’

‘Nah. She were scared.’

‘Of leaving?’

‘ ’Course. We were in the house since we was born. You leave everythin’ you ever known. You gotta be real smart or real scared to do that.’

‘Which were you?’ asked Lyle gently, perching beside Sissy’s white-bandaged feet.

‘Smart, ’course!’ exclaimed Tess. ‘I ain’t never not been smart, Mister Lyle. But Sissy, she didn’t wanna go. So I went anyway. Wanted to see what was outside, what made so much noise in the night. Sissy were scared of the sounds. There were a great fat steel mill up the street; she said it sounded like they were grinding up dead bones every day, every night. She said they’d get us. They’d bring us back, lock us up in the dark.’

‘But she got out,’ said Lyle. ‘I mean, she came looking for you, didn’t she?’

‘Yep.’ Tess sighed. ‘I s’pose.’

There was silence, then Lyle said, ‘Thomas should be here within the hour.’

Tess just shrugged.

‘Even if we can’t - I mean, there are still things we can do. There are questions we can ask.’

This time, Tess didn’t even shrug.

‘Teresa? Tess?’ Lyle edged closer to her, uncertain, then reached out and touched her shoulder. ‘Hey, lass? You all right?’

Tess seemed to sigh, her whole body curling in on itself and her eyes wandering down towards her hands. ‘Yep,’ she said, in a little, old tired voice. ‘Ain’t nothin’ wrong with me, Mister Lyle.’

He smiled, turning her gently away from the bed. ‘Let’s have some breakfast? Then maybe we can see what can be done.’

She nodded and, without a word, walked away from the sleeping little shape of Sissy Smith.
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CHAPTER 3

Workhouse

Thomas Edward Elwick was a bigwig.

It was a word he was getting used to with some difficulty. He’d never heard it before until Tess, in a moment of her usual . . . refreshing honesty, had exclaimed, ‘You think the bigwig knows?’ It had taken him a while to work out that ‘bigwig’ referred to him, and exhaustive researches before he’d concluded that ‘bigwig’ in Tess’s own special vernacular, was a way of saying ‘gentleman’.

And in that single moment of typical Tess-based revelation, the guilt had set in, and Thomas Edward Elwick had thought about all that money, all that great, ill-earned fortune spent on houses and hunting and drink and food and dresses and shoes  and big hats and bigger hair, and for just a moment he’d begun to think, What a waste. All that history and wealth, spent on buying a really . . . really . . . big wig.

Approximately two and a half seconds later, he had decided what to do with his life. He was going to prove himself worthy of his wealth.

That said, he hadn’t entirely anticipated that the vehicles for his worthiness, the people through whom his good deeds were to be done, would take the unlikely shape of an eccentric inventor with an interest in crime, an East End guttersnipe, and their pet dog. But, he decided, the unlikely and occasionally trying nature of his allies just made his worthiness all the more worthy.

So it was, that Thomas, beaming with righteousness and ready to Do What Had To Be Done, got out of a hansom cab in front of Lyle’s house in Blackfriars, marched up the steps to the front door, hammered with the dirty knocker and unconsciously wiped his fingers on a clean white linen handkerchief from his trouser pocket. A few moments later, a loud barking announced that his arrival had been noticed and, a moment after that, the door opened. Horatio Lyle stood there with a frying pan full of sizzling bacon and a slightly bewildered expression. A hairy thing of white and brown, composed mostly of ear, waddled - Tate never ran - past Lyle’s feet and started dribbling contentedly on Thomas’s polished leather shoes. And at the end of the corridor. . .

. . . Thomas felt his ears turn pink . . .

. . . Tess said, ‘Oi, breakfast!’

Lyle seemed to notice the frying pan in his hand for the first time. ‘Oh, yes,’ he muttered, and just managed to stop short of saying, ‘How did that get there?’ It could be hard, when most of  your time was dedicated to thinking about the nature of mass in general and matter incidentally, to remember basic details like shoelaces and food. This, at least, was what Lyle told himself.

‘Hello, bigwig!’ Tess called out down the hallway.

Thomas carefully averted his eyes. Lyle, seeing this, frowned and said, ‘You all right, lad?’

‘Erm . . . yes.’

Lyle looked round him, up, down, and finally behind, and seeing no reason why Thomas’s face should suddenly be turning into a baked pumpkin, said, ‘Eat something dodgy?’

‘No. It’s just . . .’

Thomas flapped a hand in the direction of Tess. Lyle turned and carefully looked her up and down. Aware that their attention was on her, Tess looked herself over as well, tugging at her nightdress and finally proclaiming, ‘If there’s a hole in a silly place, then I don’t wanna know.’

Realisation dawned in Lyle’s eye as he looked back at Thomas. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve never seen a lady in a nightdress? ’

Tess giggled.

‘Well, it’s not—’

‘Hear that, bigwig?’ asked Tess. ‘I’m a lady. Now shift yourself, before breakfast goes an’ gets cold.’

 



Thomas watched Tess eat.

It was always a sight that surprised him: not just the sheer quantity of food her little frame seemed capable of consuming and holding, but the speed and ferocity with which even the most boring of meals was consumed - and food, with Lyle, was never anything extraordinary. As a cook, he seemed to understand the  need for things to be eaten on a regular basis, and if they happened to be interesting, so much the better. Nonetheless, to Lyle any meal was just fuel, and the idea of eating for pleasure, when you could be, say, in a lab, just baffled him.

Only once had Thomas dared to ask Tess why she ate so . . .

‘. . . so much, right? If Mister Lyle was to drop dead right  now, see, or get possessessed by an evil faerie or shot by nasty bigwigs or all burnt up in a chemical flame or blown to squishy bits by a nasty big reaction or electrocuted, see, by electric voltage, then who do you know what would make me more grub?’

Thomas was obliged to concede that she had a point. He couldn’t cook.

So Tess ate, and as she ate she waved a fork heavy with the next mouthful and proclaimed, ‘Mmmhwwwnnh!’ at Lyle as they all sat round the kitchen table.

‘Well,’ responded Lyle, ‘it’s like this.’ He went on to describe his discovery of Sissy Smith, and her present mysterious state. ‘So, all we know for certain is that she has been poisoned. Malnourished in the long term, and recently poisoned, most likely by an oral application. I smelt some sort of drink on her breath, something strong, maybe ethyl derived—’

‘Mmmnhh!’ exclaimed Tess, her mouth still full.

‘Alcohol derived—’ corrected Lyle.

‘Mmmn!’

‘Booze.’ He went on without hesitating, ‘And her symptoms suggest an opiate derivate with maybe a hint of an organic toxin somehow joined.’

Thomas raised a hand. ‘Yes?’ asked Lyle with the look of a man expecting the worst.

‘Mister Lyle, what do you mean, “somehow joined”?’

Lyle looked shifty. ‘Well, while naturally I enjoy organic chemistry as much as the next man, and indeed find it fascinating how nature can so readily mimic mathematics - or mathematics mimic nature, depending on your point of view - in the link between the theoretical and the practical—’

Tess swallowed enough of a mouthful of food to say, ‘You don’t know nothin’ ’bout poisons.’

‘That’s not true!’ blurted Lyle. ‘I could poison the Prince of Wales and make it look like a bad oyster without breaking a sweat!’

Two pairs of disbelieving eyes locked on Lyle’s face. He shifted in his seat, and reached uneasily for the comfort of the teapot. ‘Can we please stick to the matter at hand? The fact that I don’t currently know the nature of the organic compound which has, regrettably, reduced Sissy Smith to a state where she is barely able to drink, let alone talk, is an interesting fact in itself, since it implies a mind of superhuman scientific intelligence and extraordinary learning to have devised a concoction of which I,  in my remarkably vast knowledge, am not aware.

‘Added to this valuable information is the fact that Sissy Smith does not appear to have taken enough of the dosage to kill her, merely to render her currently incapacitated. Or it may be that the poison in question was never intended to kill, but merely to induce an altered state of consciousness. Either way, this information helps us.’

‘Helps us do what?’ asked Thomas.

‘Find out who poisoned her, ’course.’ Tess sighed. ‘Cos I ain’t goin’ to do nothin’ while some tuppenny parish prig hurts Sissy!’

‘You mean, it’s our Duty . . .?’ began Thomas, brightening at the prospect.

‘I mean that if you don’t do right by the snipes what yor banged up with,’ snapped Tess, ‘then that’s the end of the what-sit thing right there!’

‘Social order?’ hazarded Lyle.

‘Like I said!’

‘We could inform the police?’ suggested Thomas.

‘An’ they’d just bang her back up in workhouse!’ wailed Tess. ‘Bloody bobbies!’
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