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CHAPTER ONE
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February 1882


He’d walked here so many times before, the flagstones must have borne the imprint of his boots. Not so long ago the boots had been brand new, the russet leather emitting a rich sigh and the shiny studs on his soles a pleasing clank as they connected with the pitted Newgate stone – sounds which said, I am but visiting, I do not belong here.


The warden grabbed at his bound hands and pulled him forwards. A pointless gesture of power, for Cage had kept up with him, step for step. Cage remembered him from previous occasions, thin and tall, with a long face. Mcquarry? McEnnerey? He’d never bothered to learn their names.


They came to a stop, and another guard rolled a ring of keys from his belt. The keys were unnecessarily large it seemed to Cage, made for similarly sized locks that had a dual purpose – to keep you in of course, but also to remind you at all times that they were there, and so were you.


A riveted door yawned open. Had he been to this cell before, he wondered, and to visit which client? He pushed the thought away. He had no need for ironic reflection now, and no audience to share it with.


His hands were unbound, and instructions given. The water tank – not to be blocked by any means or you’d be cleaning it yourself. The basin, same thing. He rubbed at his wrists and sat down on the hard bunk. The guards carried on talking, but he wasn’t listening.


Mac-something leaned down. ‘How’re you going to get yourself out of this one, eh?’


Cage smiled, but not at the man. Instead, he grinned down at his boots, scuffed and grimy, the only honest thing in this room.


Realising there was no sport to be had, the men left. The bolts were slammed across, top and bottom, the sound like an axe splitting wood. Finally Cage was alone. He closed his eyes and sagged backwards against the wall, letting go of it all – the lies and the excuses. The fight, too – that was gone now, and what was left was something bold and new: it felt like peace.


How was he going to get himself out of this one, the man had asked. He wasn’t, that was the point. Cage Lackmann, the Poet of Whitechapel, lawyer of this parish, was guilty as sin.


He looked around him then. The glistening brick walls, the slash of grey sky high up in the wall. He was finally home. He’d known it would call to him, one day. All of his life, he had known.









CHAPTER TWO
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Two weeks earlier


‘Your honour, I call Mrs Winnifred Latham as our next witness.’


All eyes turned to the side door of the panelled room, the second largest courtroom at the Old Bailey. The public gallery behind the jury was packed, but Cage deliberately avoided scanning their faces. This particular judge, Henry Jacobs, disliked any barrister who played to the gallery. Besides, there were faces there Cage himself did not want to see right now.


Beyond the door, a steady tap could be heard, as Winnifred Latham made her slow progress from the relative comfort of the witness room. Each tap, theatrical and measured, increased the expectation of jury and gallery alike.


Her head appeared first, peering around the edge of the door, adorned by a widow’s black lace cap. Beneath it, her wrinkled eyes asked the question, am I in the right place? At the sight of her, Judge Jacobs leaned down from his forbidding perch and summoned her with a kindly finger. With less patience, he urged a nearby clerk to get to his feet and help the octogenarian up the steps to the witness box. With a nod of thanks, she gripped the ledge before her, the struggle to stand upright despite the stoop in her back evident in her furrowed brow.


‘Perhaps, madam, you would care to sit?’ asked Jacobs.


‘Thank you, sir, but I would rather stand and show my respect to this court.’


Her voice was light, floating like a feather around the room, and a slight whistle could be heard with each ‘s’. She read the witness vow at a solemn pace, each word new and earnest on her lips as her hand pushed down firmly on the King James Bible.


Now it was Cage’s turn. ‘Mrs Latham, thank you for attending the trial today.’


She acknowledged his thanks with a gracious nod before Cage continued, ‘Perhaps you would recount for us, in your own words, the events of the evening of the twenty-third of November last year, from your unique perspective.’


The woman opened her mouth to speak but the prosecuting counsel was already on his feet. ‘Objection, your honour. It is for the jury to judge whether this lady’s perspective is unique or not.’


Jacobs waved the objection away impatiently. ‘Please, Mr Whitaker, I would rather not keep Mrs Latham on her feet for longer than is strictly necessary. Perhaps you might save your objections until the end?’


The crowd tittered as Whitaker hastily sat down. Cage turned back to the witness stand. ‘Do go on, Mrs Latham.’


The woman gathered herself once more. ‘I remember it well, sir, for it was my birthday. My eighty-first.’ She turned to the judge. ‘I am precisely as old as this century is, sir, although not as fast paced these days.’


A smile threatened Jacobs’s lips, but Cage frowned at his witness. This judge would be indulgent only to a point.


The woman continued. ‘As was my custom, I had taken myself to the Belford Tea Rooms on Lisson Lane to mark the occasion. I spend my birthdays alone these days, since my dear William passed fifteen years ago. But they knew me there, and always made a fuss. They even made a small iced cake especially for me. You see, they always remembered the date. Sadly, they have since closed; I shall have to find somewhere else this year.’ She smiled at the memory, before returning to her purpose. ‘I left the tea rooms at a quarter to five. It was a pleasant evening, and I resolved to walk home past the park. It was unusually balmy, I recall, and my hip had not been tormenting me that day. The new gaslights they have installed on Victoria Road afford a lovely view of the duck pond, and I wanted to see them one last time before they left for the winter. You see, at my age, you never know …’


She cleared her throat and continued. ‘Just as I turned into Victoria Road, I could see a commotion up ahead. A man was standing on the steps of one of the grand houses overlooking the park. He was shouting at another man, who was running at full pelt towards me along the street. I stepped back to remove myself from his path. He was carrying a silver tureen in his arms and had a large canvas bag slung over his shoulder. As he ran past, the bag clattered into me and caught my hat. The man stopped to untangle himself and to pick up a few items that had fallen to the ground. After a brief apology, he bolted away, leaving me quite breathless.’


As if reliving the trauma, Mrs Latham clutched a palm to her chest.


Judge Jacobs intervened. ‘Are you able to continue, madam?’


She nodded bravely. ‘I am almost at the end of my story, sir. Well, after that, as I’m sure you will understand, I felt a strong desire to return to my boarding house as soon as I could. So, I abandoned my plans to see the ducks and turned back, taking the shortest route home. I have to say, it knocked the stuffing from me for several weeks. I took to my bed for a short time and found it hard to leave the house for a while. When I finally returned to the park, the ducks were gone.’ She smiled sadly.


Cage approached her. ‘Thank you, Mrs Latham. I am sorry you had to relive those moments for us. May I ask you, though, to describe the man you saw that night?’


She nodded. ‘He was tall; the bag on his shoulder was head height to me. His cap also fell off in the collision and his hair was dark, his complexion swarthy. When he bent to retrieve the items that had fallen, I noticed a tattoo on his hand, an anchor, I believe. Just here.’ She pointed to the back of her left hand.


Cage turned to the dock, and the red-headed prisoner seated there. His hands were clasped together on the ledge, revealing not a single tattoo.


‘Tell me, Mrs Latham, is this the man you saw that night?’


The old woman looked across to the man in the dock. The courtroom was silent as she scrutinised him.


‘Most definitely not, sir. He looks nothing like the man I saw that night.’


The gallery breathed out and the chatter began immediately. The judge called for order once more.


Cage turned to the prosecutor. ‘Your witness, Mr Whitaker.’


The prosecutor rose, a smile on his face even though he was shaking his head. ‘Good morning, Mrs Latham. Perhaps you would begin by telling me how exactly you came to be here today?’


The woman looked back and forth from the prosecutor to the judge. ‘I’m not sure I understand the question.’


‘Then let me help you. How did it come to pass that the defending counsel stumbled upon your testimony? How did he even know of your existence when the police did not?’


‘Ah, you see, I take The Times every day, sir. When I read of this man’s arrest for a robbery in Victoria Road on the twenty-third of November of last year, I knew immediately that this must be the very same man who had clattered into me. That is when I came forward.’


‘To the defending counsel, madam? Not to the police?’


She looked bewildered. ‘Of course! The paper had also said Cage Lackmann was defending the man who was charged. Like many, I had followed the Pickering case closely, sir, so that meant only one thing to me. The police must clearly have the wrong man!’


Cheers broke out around the room, although Cage knew there would be one man in the gallery whose frown could have frozen the Thames at the mere mention of Pickering. Cage tried to look humble, but inside he was grinning from ear to ear. Whitaker had walked into that one with boots on, as he always did.


A red-faced Whitaker waited for the courtroom to fall quiet once more. ‘Mrs Latham. The victim of this burglary, whom you say you saw standing on the steps of his house as this other man ran towards you, has sworn that he saw no other person in the street that evening. What say you to that?’


She shrugged. ‘Sir, I am an old woman of limited means. I have worn the black for fifteen years. That I am invisible to most people is no surprise to me.’


Even Judge Jacobs smiled at this.


Whitaker’s head dropped, but he carried on regardless, the sarcasm of defeat biting through his words. ‘And finally, Mrs Latham, you expect us not to find it a coincidence that the Belford Tea Rooms have closed down so recently that no one there can corroborate the time you left or whether you were even there?’ He continued before she could answer. ‘And I presume that it is also a coincidence that you have recently moved to a new boarding house in these last few days since the owner of your previous home has conveniently sold up and moved to the Americas without leaving a forwarding address? That, in fact, no one, it seems, could prove you existed even a week ago?’


Cage’s eyes were locked on the jury, and he saw two of its members shrink at Whitaker’s line of questioning. This was going very well indeed.


He turned back to the old woman. When she spoke, her voice had acquired a strength that hadn’t been there before. ‘There is no coincidence here, sir. You see, no one will mourn my passing. Those I have loved are in the ground. You say I do not exist because others cannot offer their testimony to prove it. Then who is standing here before you, sir? I am real. I am here, sir, and I have a voice. If my loneliness is a crime, tell me, who is guilty? Me or you?’


The judge could do nothing to stop the applause that broke out. Even Whitaker sarcastically joined in with a slow handclap. ‘No more questions, your honour.’


Winnifred Latham was dismissed, and tapped her way out of the courtroom, her head held high even as she leant on the arm of the stenographer who had leapt to his feet to help her.


Cage looked down at his notes, ready for his closing argument. With luck, they’d be done by lunchtime. Whitaker was already addressing the stony-faced jurors, going through the motions now. Cage looked back to the dock, risking a look at his client. Dub looked smug, leaning back on his stool, cock of the walk once more. Cage stared hard until Dub caught his eye. He immediately rocked forward and took up the agreed pose – hands clasped earnestly, as if in prayer, eyes wide and pleading his innocence.


Finally, Whitaker sat down. He rubbed at his whiskers and stared straight ahead, already disengaged, his mind clearly beginning to focus on the next case he needed to prepare for. You win some, you lose some: they both knew it. And Whitaker was clever: he saw the war, not the battle.


Cage stood up and approached the jury. His eyes cast down to the floor, he placed one hand on his hip, revealing the exquisite cut of his waistcoat that so emphasised his form. He caught his black curls at the back of his neck, beneath his barrister’s wig, a gesture of distraction that would indicate the depth of thought currently being expended on his closing argument. The words had been carefully rehearsed for days now, but the jury didn’t need to know that.


He opened, as he always did, with the bare facts of the case. A household has been burgled. A man is seen running away from said house, a silver tureen in his hands and a bag of swag over his shoulder. A shameful crime indeed, and his sympathies unquestionably lay with the householder who had lost such treasured possessions.


A loud cough from the gallery greeted this last statement, but Cage continued. ‘Let us consider the evidence against my client, Mr Dubois. The prosecution’s case rests solely on two things alone: one man’s identification of Mr Dubois as the perpetrator of this crime, and Mr Dubois’s unfortunate history as a convicted felon. Yet those two things are connected. For my client’s previous conviction – a theft committed when he was yet a young man, with all the heedless stupidity of his age – was the very reason that the police in this case brought him face to face with the victim of this crime in an identity parade. Now, if you will, I would like to ask you all to look at my client, to really look, and imagine seeing him for the first time. What, would you say, is the most striking thing about him?’


All members of the jury turned to look at Dub, who thankfully had maintained his solemn pose in the dock.


‘Surely, gentlemen, it is his red hair? And yet, in the householder’s first statement, no mention of red hair was even made! The witness claimed under questioning that it was too dark to see the colour of the villain’s hair that fateful evening, even under the street lamps. My contention is therefore very simple. If it was too dark to see the colour of his hair, the most distinguishable feature about my client, then obviously it must have been too dark to see him at all? And yet, in his understandable desire to see restitution for this crime, our householder picked out Mr Dubois from a parade of five others. It is not the first time my client has been victimised in this way. In the last year alone, he has been called to attend seven such occurrences. Seven! Surely it was only a matter of time before he was erroneously singled out?’


A few members of the jury imperceptibly nodded their heads as the question hung in the air. But Cage knew the real reason his client was sitting there today, when he had not the other six times: Dub’s employer, Obediah Pincott, couldn’t bribe or intimidate everybody.


‘Mrs Latham came here of her own accord, to prevent this miscarriage of justice. A noble act, from a noble woman. If I had half her courage I would be a braver man than I am.’ He pursed his lips to stop himself saying more, pausing until the emotion passed.


He looked up again and spread his hands wide. ‘Mrs Latham talked about my reputation as a champion of the falsely accused, but I do not ask you to rely on that, but on the evidence, or rather the complete lack thereof. You saw with your own eyes today how eager Mr Whitaker is to victimise the innocent. When you look at my client, I ask you to see not just Mr Dubois, but Mrs Latham also, for are they not, in this, one and the same?’


Dub immediately stopped rubbing his pudgy red-veined nose and met the gaze of the jury.


Cage stepped closer, his hands resting on the warm wood of the box that enclosed the twelve men. ‘You know, my mother once said to me that a lie can travel halfway around the world while the truth is still putting on its shoes. I don’t care about my reputation, and I don’t care about the trappings that reputation buys me. I don’t ask you to find Mr Dubois innocent. I ask instead for something bigger than that …’ He looked each man in the eye, one by one. ‘I ask you to find the truth.’


It took just forty minutes for the jury to reach their verdict of not guilty. Cage pulled his trial wig from his head and strode through the halls of the Old Bailey, eager to make his escape. He had one appointment to keep, then he’d be free for the rest of the day. A bottle of good claret and his pick of the best whores in Whitechapel awaited him.


He could see Whitaker up ahead near the left doors, huddled close with Detective Jack Cross. Cross was berating the barrister in hushed tones, his meaty hand on the man’s thin shoulder, fingers digging in. Cross hadn’t seen Cage yet, and Cage wanted to keep it that way. He cast his eyes down and marched on.


‘Excuse me, sir.’


Cage ignored the call from behind. It was always hard to leave the court after a win like this without being accosted by some tale of woe. He didn’t have time for it today.


A hand appeared on his arm. ‘Excuse me. May I speak with you, sir?’


He turned to see a soberly dressed young woman at his side, clutching a file of papers to her chest. He kept up the pace as he spoke. ‘Certainly, but I am in a rush, as you can see, so you will need to be brief.’


The woman trotted at his side. ‘It’s about my husband, sir. He has been most wrongly accused of forgery, sir. His trial date has been set for next week. He was to be represented by Mr Manners, but we have no faith in him, sir.’


Stuart Manners was a senior barrister at Lincoln’s Inn. Old school. Lazy.


‘I’m sure he will do an excellent job for you, madam.’


‘We are not so convinced, sir.’


‘Did your solicitor recommend you approach me, madam?’


She paused for a moment. ‘Not exactly, sir.’


Cage smiled – no surprise in that. ‘Then I cannot help you. As a barrister, I can only be retained by a solicitor, I’m afraid.’


‘Then we would be willing to change solicitors too, sir. We are willing to do anything. He is innocent, and we can prove it, sir.’


Cage stopped walking and turned to face her. She was pretty, beneath her dowdy hat and determined expression. There was also something vaguely familiar about her.


‘Very well. Come and see me at my chambers tomorrow. Here’s my card.’ He fished through his briefcase, but the pocket where he stored his business cards was empty – he had forgotten to refill from the box at home. Instead he took a single piece of his expensive letterhead from a crumpled sheaf within and handed it over.


Her face lit up in a rather delightful way. ‘Thank you, sir. I shall.’


He bid her good day and charged down the steps of the Old Bailey, not wanting to be late for his meeting on Blackfriars Bridge. As he rounded the massive bail dock, he could see Dub, still backslapping with his cronies only yards from the courthouse.


Cage crossed the road, flipping up the collar of his mohair coat against the January wind that slapped him from all directions. Head down, he marched along the pavement, aware now of a coach that had slowed its pace in the road behind him. He didn’t look back, but drove on, not stopping until he had turned into Ludgate Hill, away from prying eyes.


He came to a halt as the coach pulled up alongside him, black and sleek but without adornment, like a hearse. The two black horses snorted and stamped their hooves and he could feel their warm breath before it froze in clouds about their heads. The driver stared straight ahead, as blinkered as the beasts whose reins he gripped tightly.


Cage approached the window of the carriage and looked up at Obediah Pincott, his Slavic profile and shaved head etched clearly against the watery sky beyond.


Pincott looked down at him. ‘Lackmann.’


‘Morning, Obediah.’


The Russian greatcoat Pincott wore was buttoned up, the collar reaching over his ears. His head swivelled within. ‘A successful day.’ Each syllable was pronounced slowly in a thick Ukrainian accent.


‘Indeed. But it’s the last time. You know that, don’t you? That idiot’s days are numbered. He won’t be so lucky next time.’


Pincott’s deep-set, lashless eyes blinked slowly. ‘My decision. Not yours.’ The man was economical with words, as if they cost him something.


‘Of course, Obediah. I was merely advising. He should lie low, for now at least.’


Pincott nodded, advice taken.


Cage felt emboldened. ‘Payment in lieu would be most appreciated. January is a heavy month for expenses.’


‘Wine and whores. They cost more in winter?’


Cage reddened, despite the cold. ‘I have fees to pay. The Law Society—’


‘I have cash-flow problem.’


Pincott rapped the side of the coach sharply, like a gunshot, and the coach moved out into the traffic. Cage cursed himself for asking the question. It made him feel cheap. Most conversations with Obediah Pincott did.


He turned towards Farringdon Street, and his meeting on Blackfriars. He thrust his hands into his pockets as he began the long walk across the river. The air was ice against his skin and his eyes began to water.


Honor Dossett was waiting for him in the centre of the bridge. She was motionless, her back straight in her red velvet coat as she stared down at the river below, her profile carved against the grey sky. A horn blasted from a barge and a cloud of steam billowed up around her. It was his entrance, but Honor was always the star of the show.


He was almost upon her before she turned and smiled at him. He bent and kissed her porcelain cheek. So smooth.


‘Shall we walk?’


He picked up the small valise at her feet and she put her arm through his as they made for the south bank of the river.


‘We’ll have to be quick. I have to be at the Pavilion for dress rehearsal by three, and Granger is panicking.’


‘Nothing new in that.’


‘I do believe he has found a new level of hysteria for this one, if you can believe that to be possible. His eyebrows are falling out I think, quite bizarre, but you mustn’t mention it tomorrow.’


‘I might not—’


‘Don’t finish that sentence.’ Her voice was steel in the wind. ‘You’ll be there.’


There was nothing else to be said. Of course he would be there – what was he thinking? Obediah Pincott. Honor Dossett. Freedom belonged to his clients alone.


She changed the subject. ‘You won the case?’


‘Naturally.’


‘Was Cross very … cross?’


‘Spitting.’


She cuddled up closer. Cage appreciated the warmth. It brought back memories. Some of them good.


Honor must have read his mind. She took his hand from his pocket and rubbed it between hers, her woollen gloves rasping across his skin. His hand had been warmer in his pocket, but he didn’t complain.


‘Obediah must have been pleased.’


‘Not so pleased as to pay me promptly.’


She frowned. ‘You’ve paid him back ten times over. He should treat you with more respect. ‘


‘Don’t worry. I have your fee.’ They stopped walking and moved apart. He put down her case and dug into the inner pocket of his coat. She watched him with unblinking eyes, not making even a desultory effort to suggest payment could wait, despite his own lack of funds. He didn’t expect her to.


He handed over a banknote. She took it and unclasped her bag, folding the note neatly inside. She closed the bag again, a hungry mouth snapping shut.


They recommenced their walk. ‘And do I get a thank you?’


He smiled. It was the applause that had always mattered the most to her. ‘Thank you. The ducks were a particularly nice touch.’


‘I thought so.’


‘Did anyone follow you?’


‘A young boy. All the way to the boarding house. He is probably still waiting for Winnifred Latham to come back down those stairs. So is the landlord, no doubt. He didn’t make her pay in advance.’ She looked down at the case in his hand. ‘Poor Winnifred. I liked her.’


‘Maybe you can be her again. In time.’


Her mouth turned grim. He knew where this was going. ‘I am always her, Cage. For twenty years. A longer sentence than hers. I’m just not as invisible, nor as sympathetic, and definitely not as gracious.’ For a moment, he could see a whisper of Winnifred Latham ghost across her perfect features.


They had reached the other side and he passed the case to her. ‘Well then.’


She stopped and turned towards him, raised one glove to his cheek. ‘So handsome. The Poet of Whitechapel.’


His heart turned over at her words as he bent to kiss her cheek once more. ‘Goodbye, Mother.’









CHAPTER THREE
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The girl was kissing his neck. He could feel her dry lips against his skin, her hair, too, tickling his shoulders as she bent over him. He seemed to remember it was brown, possibly with a reddish glow, although that might have been the lamplight. He feigned sleep for a moment longer. He was comfortable, face down in the pillow like this.


Her fingers were playing with his hair now, starting to tug gently, a plea for attention.


‘Hello, you.’ She rasped in his ear.


He mumbled incoherently, hoping she’d let him sleep on. But her hand slid down his back, across his buttocks, warm and agile. She pushed her fingers beneath him and he instinctively turned.


‘That’s nice.’


‘Nice? You had better words than that last night, you dirty bastard.’


His eyes snapped open. So, it was morning already. Three bottles of wine stood empty on the dresser. Three of his best. He only remembered opening two.


Her head was moving down his body, planting kisses on his belly. He met her eyes, smiling up at him, full of lust and promise. He must have paid her well already. He pulled her face to his. ‘Why don’t you be a sweet thing and stoke the fire?’


Her hands slid down once more. ‘I’ve already done that, love.’


He grabbed her hands in his. ‘No, really. It’s cold. I need to get up.’


Her face changed then, desire replaced seamlessly with a friendly professionalism. She slapped him on the shoulder and launched herself off the bed. ‘You’re right, it’s blinking freezing.’ She approached a neat pile of clothes on the nearby chair. Cage watched her dress quickly while she chatted away. ‘God, I’m spitting feathers. How can you drink that stuff? You have any tea?’


He nodded towards the stove.


‘Right. Let’s get this thing going.’ She bent down and opened the burner, before shovelling some coal wastefully within. ‘Shouldn’t take long, it’s still warm. How come you don’t have a maid, anyways? Rich lawyer like you.’


Just how much had he given her?


She stood up and surveyed the room. He saw it through her eyes. It was large, at least, covering the whole top floor, and comfortably furnished, but it was only one room. He gave her the stock line. ‘I’m not as well paid as you might think. Most of my work is pro bono.’ Why was he justifying himself to her?


‘Pro what?’


‘Free.’


An unfamiliar word for a whore. ‘Oh.’


He wanted to be alone, but she started on the tea, clearly unwilling to leave until she was fully prepared for the cold world beyond. Staying warm under the covers, he watched her busy herself. She was pretty, and young.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Forgotten already? Mind you, you barely used it last night. You preferred other names.’ Her eyes said she didn’t mind. ‘Agnes.’ She patted her hair. Brown, definitely brown. ‘Not the prettiest name, but I kept it anyways. It’s not the name that counts, is it?’


‘I suppose not.’


She touched the pot on the stove, as if she might warm it with her hands. ‘Almost there.’


He smiled back. She was a nice girl. The familiar guilt enveloped him as she sat back down on the end of the bed.


‘Cage Lackmann,’ she said. ‘Where does that name come from?’


There was no harm in talking, at least. ‘It’s short for Micajah. It’s Jewish.’


‘You’re Jewish?’


‘No. My father was. Apparently.’ Cage sat up and leant back on the pillows, daring to expose his shoulders. The stove was beginning to do its job. ‘My mother gave me his last name. Said it might be useful one day, if something ever happened to me. Said the Jews look after their own.’


The girl nodded her approval. It was the kind of strategy that would make sense to her. Was Honor like this girl once? Before Cage had ruined her life?


‘Why do they call you the Poet of Whitechapel?’


He felt defenceless, naked beneath the covers as this girl interrogated him. She was just making conversation. Two colleagues passing the time of day.


He needed a piss. ‘Perhaps you might pass me my breeches?’


‘I think they’re still in the bed.’ She stood up and lifted the covers to help him look. ‘Found them!’


She handed the bundle across. He felt curiously bashful about his nakedness. His hesitation was obvious, and she turned her back to check the tea’s progress as he pulled his trousers over his slim hips and retrieved his shirt from the floor. He grabbed the chamber pot from beneath the bed and relieved himself, while she hummed softly by the stove. It was all strangely domestic.


The girl wasn’t to be distracted, though. ‘Is it because of your speeches? In the courtroom? Never heard you myself but they say you get pretty fancy sometimes.’


‘No. I had a poem published. Once. A long time ago.’


‘Ooh, can you recite it to me?’


He could. Every word. ‘I barely remember it now.’


‘Ah, go on, let me hear it … Jesus Christ!’ The girl almost dropped the teapot as a thunderous knocking commenced downstairs, the floor jumping at the violence of the pounding on Cage’s front door.


Cage ran to the window and looked down. Detective Inspector Jack Cross was slamming the edge of his fist into the door. Behind him, three constables stood to attention. This was nothing good. Cage shook his head, trying to clear it.


Cross shouted up from the street. ‘Open up, Lackmann!’ Cage lunged for his boots and pulled them on.


‘Here.’


The girl held out his jacket and he grabbed it with both hands. ‘Thank you.’


‘I should go. Is there a back way?’


‘Yes. Left at the bottom of the stairs, through the scullery. Not right.’


She pulled on her coat, no doubt used to making a hasty exit without explanations. ‘Goodbye, Cage Lackmann.’ A quick smile, and then she was gone.


He looked at the pot, now bubbling on the stove. For an absurd moment, he missed her. The banging downstairs continued, relentless. He tucked his shirt into his trousers, and as he looked down he saw the wine stain in the centre of his chest, pink and grubby, like yesterday’s blood. He ripped it over his shoulders and flung open the third drawer of the dresser. A wine bottle toppled to the floor.


‘We’re coming in!’ Cross shouted up.


What the hell was going on? Cage rooted around for a clean shirt. Nothing. He should have picked up his laundry days ago. He pulled on the discarded shirt, flung on his jacket and ran to the stairs, taking them two at a time. He turned into his office and ran for the door, pulling it open before the policeman could break it down.


Detective Jack Cross filled the doorway, silhouetted against the icy sun. Cage wrapped his arms about his chest as he shivered. ‘What is the meaning of this?’ The words sounded false even to him. The high dudgeon of a respectable man, his privacy grossly invaded.


The detective ignored his question and crossed the threshold. The constables that followed behind him seemed agitated, ready for something. This was bad. ‘Right, lads. You know what you’re looking for, so go and look.’


The three men immediately sprang into action. Two of them left the room to explore the rest of the house while the third remained in the office, opening drawers and cabinets and rifling through the contents.


Cage ran a hand through his hair. ‘You have a warrant?’


Cross snapped a piece of paper in Cage’s face before flinging himself into the chair behind the desk. ‘Light the fire, Lackmann. It’s freezing in here. We may be some time.’


The questions crowded in, but Cage knelt by the fire, aware that it was a submissive pose to strike before the dominating form of Jack Cross. Cage didn’t pretend to fight those kinds of battles, not with men like Cross, who could snap his neck like a chicken’s if he wanted to. And Jack Cross had always wanted to.


Cage took his time with the fire, making a show of it, of how composed he was, despite the stamp of boots from overhead as the search continued. Cross remained silent, too, looking pleased with himself, even though he clearly had a secret he was burning to share. Cage didn’t like other people’s secrets any more than his own. He stood up. Cross wasn’t going to spill until Cage showed an interest.


‘So, want to tell me what you’re looking for? Maybe I can help.’


‘It’s all there.’ Cross nodded towards the warrant on Cage’s desk. He wasn’t going to make this easy.


Cage picked up the paper and pulled a chair towards the fire, bumping into the constable as he did so. ‘My apologies.’ Ridiculous, in his own house, for God’s sake.


Cross ordered the man to search the small scullery at the back, leaving the two of them alone as Cage read through the warrant documentation, a licence to search the Whitechapel chambers of one Micajah Lackmann. Everything was in order, although the purpose of the search was stated merely as ‘Missing Person’. Cage frowned when he saw the judge’s signature: Henry Jacobs. After yesterday’s win, Jacobs would not have been easily persuaded to sign this, not without just cause. Cage read the warrant once more, slowly this time, hoping a more original question would occur to him than the glaringly obvious, but it didn’t.


‘So, who’s missing?’


‘Moses Pickering.’


Cage nodded, although he had no idea why. He turned back to the fire. It was beginning to take, but he grabbed the poker from its hook and prodded the smouldering pile anyway. ‘I haven’t seen Moses Pickering for five years.’


‘I thought you’d say that.’


‘You don’t believe me.’


‘Actually,’ said Cross, leaning forward across the desk, as if he owned the place, ‘I think that’s entirely possible.’


‘Then why are you here, Jack?’ Cage looked around at the open drawers, papers dropped carelessly to the floor. ‘Did you imagine I had him neatly filed away under P?’


When Cross smiled, his mouth turned downwards. It reminded Cage just how much this man hated him. In the silence, the hate was all there was.


Cage stooped to collect some of the papers from the floor. ‘Why are you looking for Pickering?’ He shuffled the documents into some kind of order, pretending to look at them. ‘A missing person is beneath you, surely.’


Cross produced a slim envelope from somewhere within his thick wool coat and slapped it on the desk. He was enjoying laying this trail of breadcrumbs and leading Cage by the nose. Cage picked up the envelope and felt within, pulling out a half dozen or so of what must have been freshly printed photographs, the chemicals still emitting a thick odour.


Cage looked at the first one, a stark image of a small attic bedroom. He could make out a wooden floor, a stool on its side and an unmade single bed, sheets and pillows piled on top. A small leaded window cast a grid of light across the scene; the rest was in shadow. ‘What is this?’ he asked, bored of the policeman’s games now. He wanted that pot of tea, then more wine maybe.


Cross shrugged. ‘A crime scene.’


Cage asked, genuinely curious, ‘You are using photographers now?’


‘Obviously. The twentieth century is on its way, Lackmann. Even at Scotland Yard.’


Cage turned to the second photograph. The camera had been moved a yard or so to the right, and now Cage could see a lower leg protruding from the far side of the bed, the foot twisted at an awkward angle. It meant only one thing. Cage stared at the photograph for some time, arranging his thoughts.


‘There’s more to see, Lackmann. Don’t spare yourself.’


Cage needed to sit down. He returned to the fire and looked at the next photograph in the pile. A body laid out on the floor, a sheet twisted loosely around it, an abundance of fair hair obscuring the head from the camera’s position at the base of the bed. In the next photograph, the hair had been gently pulled back, revealing a delicate nose and a darkly painted mouth beneath. The camera had moved in close for this shot, leaving its tripod behind. The image was alarmingly detailed. Cage could see the open pores on the girl’s skin, and the ends of her hair beginning to fray. A part of Cage’s brain marvelled at the technology. But the other part of his brain had snagged on something in this picture of a dead young woman. Something wasn’t right. When he realised what it was, he turned quickly to the last photograph, and the truth caught in his lungs.


Before him was a vulgar close-up of the face he had glimpsed in the previous image. The blond hair lay off to one side, replaced by short black tufts. The dark lashes, lined with kohl, cast butterfly shadows on the white skin beneath, and around the mouth, with its perfectly painted Cupid’s bow, was an unmistakable rash of barely-there stubble.


Now he understood why Cross was here, and why Jacobs had signed that warrant.


He shuffled the photographs back into the envelope. ‘You think Pickering did this?’


Cross actually laughed. ‘Of course not. Why would I connect two dead fifteen-year-old boys, found five years apart, painted like whores, wearing identical wigs and strangled to death in their own beds? What a ridiculous notion, Lackmann.’


‘Pickering was found innocent.’


Cross was in his face immediately. ‘Then why has the weaselly bastard disappeared, eh?’


Cage had no answer. Cross backed off, turning towards the inner hallway as he yelled up the stairs, ‘Anything, lads?’


A disembodied voice yelled back. ‘Nothing, sir.’


Cross rapped on the bannister. ‘Right, let’s be off.’


Cage moved to one side as the constables crowded back into the room and followed Cross to the door. He found himself not wanting the detective to leave. He needed more information than this. ‘Wait! You didn’t really think to find him here?’


Cross turned and walked slowly back towards him. The nasty smile was back. Cage had the feeling he was about to hear what Cross had really come here to say. The rest had just been theatre. ‘Course not. You’re no fool, Lackmann. Arrogant? Yes. Fool? No. I just wanted to see your face when you realised what this is going to do to your career. Cage Lackmann, defender of the innocent, Whitechapel hero.’ Cross’s finger jabbed into Cage’s chest. ‘I hope you enjoy the papers tomorrow. Pickering is going to look guilty as sin. So, what does that make you? A fucking liar, that’s what. And what use are you going to be to your boss now? What’s the point of having a lying toerag for a lawyer if every judge and jury knows he’s a lying toerag?’ The finger jabbed once more. ‘Defender of the innocent? You’re a whore, Lackmann. Obediah Pincott’s worthless little whore. Maybe Pickering should dress you up as one and squeeze the life out of you. I’d take those photographs myself, and piss all over them.’


The detective’s eyes gleamed with retribution. Cage suspected he’d waited five years to serve up that speech, to have good reason to. And why not, he thought, as he watched Cross slam the door behind him with as much force as he’d beaten entry in the first place, because every word had been true.


If Moses Pickering was guilty, Cage Lackmann’s future looked grim indeed.









CHAPTER FOUR
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But Moses Pickering wasn’t guilty. Cage didn’t believe that for a second.


After Cross had left, he skipped the tea and chose a good claret instead, although stocks were low. He’d worry about that another time. Right now, he had to think this through.


Obediah Pincott had bought Cage’s soul a long time ago. Cage remembered their first meeting only vaguely – at the time it had carried no import. Pincott was just another patron of the theatre troupe that Cage’s mother belonged to. Although patron was too strong a word for it. It was hardly the man’s interest in the arts that had brought him to the makeshift music hall in Whitechapel they occupied at that time. There was an angle of some kind, a play to be had – but not that kind of play. The only thing Cage could really remember was the man’s chest, naked beneath the Russian greatcoat he wore, as it carried a life-size tattoo of the man’s own face, each angle and shadow perfectly captured, the eyes as blank as those above. The thirteen-year-old Cage had briefly been fascinated by that tattoo, which bent and twisted as the man leant forward to pour the champagne Honor so loved. Pincott and Cage’s mother had talked long into the night, but the boy had thought nothing of it, and had left them murmuring in the lamplight of the rear courtyard, sitting on two upturned chests amidst a chaos of random props. Cage had turned in for the night, crawling into his tiny cot after a long day of humping scenery and cleaning vomit from the stalls.


It was days later before his mother broached the subject. ‘There is an opportunity,’ she had said. Mr Pincott was willing to fund his education, both school and university.


The young Cage was bemused. ‘But I want to be a writer.’


His mother had sniffed. Cage knew the gesture well, as if, with one intake of breath, Honor Dossett could eliminate all that disagreed with her about the world. And it worked a treat, always. Somehow, that sniff made everything hers. As the plan unfolded, Cage could feel something slipping away, floating on the wash of guilt he always felt where his mother was concerned. Because he owed her, more than even Honor herself knew.


So, he was to be a lawyer. Bought and paid for up front and owned in perpetuity. His nascent talent on the stage had not gone unnoticed. The courtroom was Pincott’s stage, and Cage was his player. Only on the margins, to keep up appearances, could Cage take on other work. Up front, he had asked Pincott what kind of clients he could secure in this context, just so he was clear. The Ukrainian had shrugged his reply, as if it were obvious: ‘The innocent ones.’ It made sense, obviously: in defending the endless, guilty line of Pincott’s henchmen and cronies, a balance would be required, to counteract the stench.


Moses Pickering did not obviously fit that description. When Cage met him, he was already on remand at Newgate, and a charge of murder levelled in the kind of spectacular detail that the newspapers delighted in. The fifteen-year-old son of the wealthy, if eccentric, Crewler family, with whom Pickering had lodged, was found dressed like a whore, raped and strangled. Cage Lackmann would not have touched the case with a barge pole, if it hadn’t been for her. For Emma Kenward.


The name floated through his brain, a whisper that drowned out all else. She was a ghost to him now – he wasn’t even sure he could really recall her face, not in detail – but she could drag her chains just as stridently as she had five years ago. He looked down at his desk and reached for the top drawer, knowing what he was going to do and hating himself for it.


First there was the photograph, buried beneath a pile of other papers. He tugged it from the drawer and placed it in front of him. It was her, but it wasn’t her. He closed his eyes, tried to remember the essence of her, a shy smile as he touched her arm, a distracted frown as she dressed herself hurriedly, or a moment of surprise as she came upon him unexpectedly. Anything but this dead-eyed smudge of grey shadows in front of him. Not a lie so much as a horrible absence of truth.


He reached into the drawer once more and pulled out the pamphlet. It was slim, but expertly printed on thick paper, the title written in extravagant script: Poetica Veridica. Edited and published by Justin Kenward, illustrated by Moses Pickering. Cage turned the pages, flipping past Justin’s tedious introduction, where he espoused the merits of each and every poem he had selected for publication that quarter, implicitly praising his own good taste more than anything else. Cage paused on page nine, which was marked with two overlapping circles made by the base of his own claret glass on separate occasions. He only ever looked at it with a drink in his hand.




The Sacrifice


By Cage Lackmann


Love, the sovereign virtue, Love divine


Triumphs o’er all, ceaseless, and sublime.


Time itself will bend the knee,


Even Death, conquered for eternity


And silenced by the clamorous choir,


For Love sings as you burn upon its pyre.


Unrivalled, unstinting and undefeated,


Love conquers all, ruthless and conceited.


But what I feel is greater still,


And drives me with a greater will.


Not love, for I know not its name


It shuns our knowing, denies our frame.


I hear its voice above your roaring fire.


Silent, yet louder than venal desire.


I know what it asks of me, and so


I defy this love.


I let you go.





He’d read and reread those words so many times that they meant nothing to him anymore. The poem was just another story, with a dark and bleeding heart. What would it be, he wondered, to read them for the first time? To let the words tumble upon you all over again, fresh and new. Maybe he should have asked Emma.


There was no illustration to accompany the poem. He’d always thought that somehow endearing: how the newly freed Moses Pickering had chosen to honour the man who saved him from the gallows by not illustrating his poem, as if his work might have denigrated, rather than enhanced, Cage’s own contribution. But that was Pickering to a tee.


Murder was a crime borne of many things: hubris, desire, hate, envy … the list went on. But humility was not one of them. That was why Cage Lackmann knew in his bones that Moses Pickering was innocent. He simply lacked the arrogance to take a life that wasn’t his.


Cage glanced up at the wall by his desk. Hanging next to his barrister’s certificate was the small Rubens drawing Pickering had given him following his acquittal and release. At first, Cage had refused it.


‘It is too extravagant!’ Although Lord knows he had needed the funds.


But Pickering had shaken his head, insisting that the freedom Cage had won for him should cost him something. The four Rubens he owned were his most treasured possessions, and to give one away was the price Pickering chose to put on a man’s life.


The drawing had hung there ever since: a lion’s paw, soft in repose, its power stilled in that moment. Often Cage had challenged himself to sell it when funds were low, but the thought would pass quickly. It was a man’s life, after all.


Another knock on the door interrupted his thoughts. It was too soft, too hesitant to be Cross returned to taunt him. It was a woman’s knock.


Quickly, he straightened the room as best he could, collecting the documents strewn across the floor into a rough pile beneath his desk and stashing his wine in a filing cabinet. He pulled his jacket tighter to cover the stain on his shirt before opening the door.


For a moment, he couldn’t place her: apricot skin, and a tentative smile on her lips, a smile that faded as she responded to his blank look. ‘Apologies, sir. You gave me your details yesterday?’


The woman who had harassed him at the court. ‘Of course. Please, come in.’


He stepped back to let her pass, shutting the door against the cold.


‘Please, take a seat, Mrs … ?’


‘Smythson. Hazel Smythson. My husband’s name is Francis.’


She perched in the chair by the fire, opposite the desk, and began to remove her hat, then caught herself. ‘May I?’ She rose to her feet and began to remove her coat also. ‘It’s wonderful warm in here, sir. I think I would boil in my own skin if I keep this on while we talk.’


He hadn’t yet decided if this conversation would last long enough to warrant her removing either but, evidently, she had made the decision for him. He took the items, noting they were extremely well made despite their plainness, and hung them carefully on the coat rack.


‘So, Mrs Smythson.’ Cage sat in his chair and pulled himself towards the desk, his legs bumping into the pile of papers crudely stacked beneath. ‘Before we discuss any aspects of the case, there are a few matters we will need to clarify up front. I like to be honest about these things. Firstly, as I have already made plain, I can only offer my services as a barrister via a solicitor retained by you. There are a small number of such gentlemen I work with on a regular basis, almost exclusively.’ There was only one, to be exact, and he was no gentleman. ‘The one I recommend you retain if you wish me to represent your husband in court is Mr Clifford Chester. He is very experienced, and as dedicated as I to the pursuit of justice.’ Not to mention wine and whores.


She nodded earnestly so Cage continued. ‘Secondly, I have to raise the issue of fees. I do much work pro bono, as you can see.’ He waved an arm around the small room before leaning forward and meeting her earnest gaze. ‘However, the time I am able to allocate to that side of my work is limited and much in demand. If I take your case –’ here he paused, allowing the word ‘if’ to cause two delicate lines to appear between her brows ‘– I shall have to charge my full rate.’


‘Absolutely, Mr Lackmann, payment is not a problem.’


He sat back in his chair, her relaxed approach to the subject unexpected. ‘Three guineas, Mrs Smythson. Three guineas an hour.’


She nodded once more, taking the number in her stride.


‘Plus expenses,’ he said.


‘Very well.’


He examined her, and the sense of familiarity returned.


‘Have we met before, Mrs Smythson?’


She frowned. ‘I don’t believe so.’ Then she leant forward. ‘He’s innocent, sir.’


It’s what they all said. Some held more conviction than others, but they all said it, nonetheless. Cage smiled and nodded. As if he agreed. As if he even cared that much.


‘I can’t believe he might be imprisoned for something he didn’t do. Surely that can’t happen, sir? God won’t let that happen?’


They always said that too, as if he were on personal terms with the Lord himself, knew the deity’s mind and inclinations. In a way, he did. If Cage Lackmann was sure of anything in this life, it was that God cared even less than he did.


‘The case is complex, Mr Lackmann, but it can be argued, and won, I believe, by a man as eloquent as you.’


The power of words: scratched and feeble on their own, yet when marshalled together into an army they could break hearts and bones, tear down citadels. Stories were his business. They paid the rent, put food on the table – just. From time to time, they also saved lives, or prolonged them, at least. An added benefit that he told himself made everything worthwhile.


Cage took his notebook from his briefcase, the spine snapping with an expectation he struggled to feel himself. He filled his pen with ink and held it above the page.


‘Tell me everything.’
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