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DRAMATIS PERSONAE


THE OVERSIGHT

Sara Falk – keeper of the Safe House in Wellclose Square

Mr Sharp – protector and sentinel

Cook – once a pirate

The Smith – smith, ringmaker and counsellor

Hodge – Terrier Man and ratcatcher at the Tower of London

Emmet – a golem

Jed – an Old English Terrier

The Raven – an even older bird

IN LONDON

Lucy Harker – a lost girl

Bill Ketch – a ruffian

Issachar Templebane, Esq. – lawyer, broker and twin

Zebulon Templebane, Esq. – lawyer, broker and twin

Bassetshaw, Sherehog, Vintry, Undershaft, Coram and Garlickhythe Templebane – adopted sons (unimpaired)

Amos Templebane – adopted son (mute but intelligent)

Reverend Christensen – pastor of the Danish Church in Wellclose Square

Lemuel Bidgood – parish magistrate

William George Bunyon – innkeeper and gaoler of the Sly House

Bess Bunyon – his daughter

The Wipers – cutthroat gang from the rookery at Seven Dials

Magor – their leader

Lily – a rentable girl from Neptune Street

RUTLANDSHIRE AND LONDON

Francis Blackdyke, Viscount Mountfellon – man of science turned supranaturalist

The Citizen – a sea-green incorruptible, thought dead

Whitlowe – a running boy

IN THE COUNTRYSIDE

Rose Pyefinch – travelling show-woman

Barnaby Pyefinch – travelling showman

Charlie Pyefinch – their son

Na-Barno Eagle – stage magician, self-styled Great Wizard of the South

Georgiana Eagle – his daughter, an entrancing beauty

Hector Anderson – stage magician, self-styled Great Wizard of the North

Charles John Huffam – a showman and owner of an Educated Pig

Harry Stonex – bargee

Ruby Stonex – bargess

The tinker – a larcenous pedlar

AT THE ANDOVER WORKHOUSE

M’Gregor – superintendent

Mrs M’Gregor – his wife

The Ghost of the Itch Ward – female inmate, real name unknown

BETWEEN THE WORLDS

John Dee – known as The Walker between the Worlds

BEYOND LAW AND LORE

Moleskin Coat, Woodcock Crown, Bicorn Hat, The Hunchback – Sluagh, also known as Shadowgangers or the Night Host.

The Alp – a breath-stealer from the Austro-German borderland

A Green Man – run mad



A BENEFIT OF MONGRELS


The natural and the supranatural inhabit the same world, intersecting but largely unseen to one another, like lodgers who share a house but keep different hours, only occasionally passing on the narrow stairs. They do not speak the same language, their customs are different and their views of the world and the laws and behaviours that govern it are wildly and mutually opposed.

It is only when they bump shoulders that they take note of each other, but when they do so, arcane and infelicitous things will happen. Because of this, it is necessary that the tight spaces where such friction may occur are governed by rules, and that those rules are policed.

For centuries there have been few more crowded nests of humanity than the great beast of a city which sprawls on either side of the Thames, and it was to regulate interaction between the natural and the supranatural that the ancient Free Company known as The Oversight of London was formed.

It is a paradox perhaps of passing interest only to those who collect quaint ironies that this shadowy borderland is best patrolled by those who carry the blood of both types in their veins … or to frame it differently: the unseen picket line which prevents one world from predating on the other is policed by mongrels.

from The Great and Hidden History of the World by the Rabbi Dr Hayyim Samuel Falk (also known as the Ba’al Shem of London)


PROLOGUE


She sat in the sun making daisy chains, happy in her own world, enjoying the warmth on her face and the simple spring beauty of the white May blossom tumbling overhead against a clear blue sky.

Her fingers moved steadily and expertly, a thumbnail splitting a short green stalk, then feeding the next one through the hole and splitting that one, then threading another. It was repetitive work but, as is the way with some manual labour, it freed her mind to think of other things, such as the little lost ones for whom she made the chains and how pleased they should be to be garlanded with them when they were all reunited. They would feel the tickle of the daisies round their necks and know she had never forgotten them, and they would also know she had always kept on believing that, no matter how violently the happy promise of past once upon a times had been betrayed and no matter how sharp the sorrow of the present, the future might still lead to a shared happy-ever-after.

In the other world, the unhappy one that was not her own, she sat in shadows, almost invisible, frequently forgotten (especially at meal times) on a wooden stool propped in that dusty corner of the Itch Ward reserved for the weak-brained and the addle-pated, the ones M’Gregor the superintendent called the moaners and dribblers. She neither moaned nor dribbled but just sat there, head angled slightly as if trying to catch some imaginary or distantly remembered sunlight, face slack and unexpectant and grey, her hair pulled loosely back from her forehead, her only movement a tiny repetitive business made by her fingertips working against each other, as if – said M’Gregor’s wife – she was hemming her own grave-cloth.

She was well enough behaved, and only when given to shrieking fits (which afflicted her occasionally) was there any pressing need to discipline her, customarily with beatings and overnight solitary exile in the Eel House, on the other side of the water meadows.

She ate her slop when prompted, and washed and took care of her own privy needs according to some inner timetable, but she did nothing else, neither cleaning nor stone-picking nor bone-grinding, which made her a Useless Mouth in the account book and thus one that the M’Gregors visibly resented feeding.

“She does nothing,” they said bitterly. “Nothing, by God. She does not even speak.”

And it is true that as the world turned and the months and years ground away, she did not do anything at all. But one of the things that she didn’t do, even in the depths of the coldest winters or the loneliest dead watches of the night, was this:

She did not die.

And that was the reason she did nothing else: the living ghost of the Itch Ward needed every ounce of strength in her body and mind to just remember to keep on living.

And who to kill.
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FIRST PART

THE SCREAMING GIRL


CHAPTER 1

THE HOUSE ON WELLCLOSE SQUARE


If only she wouldn’t struggle so, the damned girl.

If only she wouldn’t scream then he wouldn’t have had to bind her mouth.

If only she would be quiet and calm and biddable, he would never have had to put her in a sack.

And if only he had not had to put her in a sack, she could have walked and he would not have had to put her over his shoulder and carry her to the Jew.

Bill Ketch was not a brute. Life may have knocked out a few teeth and broken his nose more than once, but it had not yet turned him into an animal: he was man enough to feel bad about what he was doing, and he did not like the way that the girl moaned so loud and wriggled on his shoulder, drawing attention to herself.

Hitting her didn’t stop anything. She may have screamed a lot, but she had flint in her eye, something hard and unbreakable, and it was that tough core that had unnerved him and decided him on selling her to the Jew.

That’s what the voice in his head told him, the quiet, sly voice that nevertheless was conveniently able to drown out whatever his conscience might try to say.

The street was empty and the fog from the Thames damped the gas lamps into blurs of dull light as he walked past the Seaman’s Hostel and turned into Wellclose Square. The flare of a match caught his eye as a big man with a red beard lit a pipe amongst a group standing around a cart stacked with candle-boxes outside the Danish Church. Thankfully they didn’t seem to notice him as he slunk speedily along the opposite side of the road, heading for the dark house at the bottom of the square beyond the looming bulk of the sugar refinery, outside which another horse and carriage stood unattended.

He was pleased the square was so quiet at this time of night. The last thing he wanted to do was to have to explain why he was carrying such strange cargo, or where he was heading.

The shaggy travelling man in The Three Cripples had given him directions, and so he ducked in the front gates, avoiding the main door as he edged round the corner and down a flight of slippery stone steps leading to a side-entrance. The dark slit between two houses was lit by a lonely gas globe which fought hard to be seen in murk that was much thicker at this lower end of the square, closer to the Thames.

There were two doors. The outer one, made of iron bars like a prison gate, was open, and held back against the brick wall. The dark oak inner door was closed and studded with a grid of raised nailheads that made it look as if it had been hammered shut for good measure. There was a handle marked “Pull” next to it. He did so, but heard no answering jangle of a bell from inside. He tugged again. Once more silence greeted him. He was about to yank it a third time when there was the sound of metal sliding against metal and a narrow judas hole opened in the door. Two unblinking eyes looked at him from behind a metal grille, but other than them he could see nothing apart from a dim glow from within.

The owner of the eyes said nothing. The only sound was a moaning from the sack on Ketch’s shoulder.

The eyes moved from Ketch’s face to the sack, and back. There was a sound of someone sniffing, as if the doorman was smelling him.

Ketch cleared his throat.

“This the Jew’s house?”

The eyes continued to say nothing, summing him up in a most uncomfortable way.

“Well,” swallowed Ketch. “I’ve got a girl for him. A screaming girl, like what as I been told he favours.”

The accompanying smile was intended to ingratiate, but in reality only exposed the stumpy ruins of his teeth.

The eyes added this to the very precise total they were evidently calculating, and then abruptly stepped back and slammed the slit shut. The girl flinched at the noise and Ketch cuffed her, not too hard and not with any real intent to hurt, just on a reflex.

He stared at the blank door. Even though it was now eyeless, it still felt like it was looking back at him. Judging. He was confused. Had he been rejected? Was he being sent away? Had he walked all the way here carrying the girl – who was not getting any lighter – all for nothing? He felt a familiar anger build in his gut, as if all the cheap gin and sour beer it held were beginning to boil, sending heat flushing across his face. His fist bunched and he stepped forward to pound on the studded wood.

He swung angrily, but at the very moment he did so it opened and he staggered inward, following the arc of his blow across the threshold, nearly dumping the girl on the floor in front of him.

“Why—?!” he blurted.

And then stopped short.

He had stumbled into a space the size and shape of a sentry box, with no obvious way forward. He was about to step uneasily back out into the fog, when the wall to his right swung open.

He took a pace into a larger room lined in wooden tongue-and-groove panelling with a table and chairs and a dim oil lamp. The ceiling was also wood, as was the floor. Despite this it didn’t smell of wood, or the oil in the lamp. It smelled of wet clay. All in all, and maybe because of the loamy smell, it had a distinctly coffin-like atmosphere. He shivered.

“Go on in,” said a calm voice behind him.

“Nah,” he swallowed. “Nah, you know what? I think I’ve made a mistake—”

The hot churn in his guts had gone ice-cold, and he felt the goosebumps rise on his skin: he was suddenly convinced that this was a room he must not enter, because if he did, he might never leave.

He turned fast, banging the girl on the doorpost, her yip of pain lost in the crash as the door slammed shut, barring his escape route with the sound of heavy bolts slamming home.

He pushed against the wood, and then kicked at it. It didn’t move. He stood there breathing heavily, then slid the girl from his shoulder and laid her on the floor, holding her in place with a firm hand.

“Stay still or you shall have a kick, my girl,” he hissed.

He turned and froze.

There was a man sitting against the back wall of the room, a big man, almost a giant, in the type of caped greatcoat that a coachman might wear. It had an unnaturally high collar, and above it he wore a travel-stained tricorn hat of a style that had not been seen much on London’s streets for a generation, not since the early 1800s. The hat jutted over the collar and cast a shadow so deep that Ketch could see nothing of the face beneath. He stared at the man. The man didn’t move an inch.

“Hoi,” said Ketch, by way of introduction.

The giant remained motionless. Indeed as Ketch stepped towards him he realised that the head was angled slightly away, as if the man wasn’t looking at him at all.

“Hoi!” repeated Ketch.

The figure stayed still. Ketch licked his lips and ventured forward another step. Peering under the hat he saw the man was brown-skinned.

“Oi, blackie, I’m a-talking to you,” said Ketch, hiding the fact that the giant’s stillness and apparent obliviousness to his presence was unnerving him by putting on his best bar-room swagger.

The man might as well be a statue for the amount he moved. In fact—

Ketch reached forward and tipped back the hat, slowly at first.

It wasn’t a man at all. It was a mannequin made from clay. He ran his thumb down the side of the face and looked at the brown smear it left on it. Damp clay, unfired and not yet quite set. It was a well made, almost handsome face with high cheekbones and an impressively hooked nose, but the eyes beneath the prominent forehead were empty holes.

“Well, I’ll be damned…” he whispered, stepping back.

“Yes,” said a woman’s voice behind him, cold and quiet as a cutthroat razor slicing through silk. “Oh yes. I rather expect you will.”


CHAPTER 2

A WOMAN IN BLACK AND THE MAN IN MIDNIGHT


She stood at the other end of the room, a shadow made flesh in a long tight-bodiced dress buttoned to the neck and wrists. Her arms were folded and black leather gloves covered her hands. The dress had a dull sheen like oiled silk, and she was so straight-backed and slender – and yet also so finely muscled – that she looked in some ways like a rather dangerous umbrella leaning against the wood panelling.

The only relief from the blackness was her face, two gold rings she wore on top of the gloves and her white hair, startlingly out of kilter with her otherwise youthful appearance, which she wore pulled back in a tight pigtail that curled over her shoulder like an albino snake.

She hadn’t been there when Ketch entered the room, and she couldn’t have entered by the door which had been on the edge of his vision throughout, but that wasn’t what most disturbed him: what really unsettled him was her eyes, or rather the fact he couldn’t see them, hidden as they were behind the two small circular lenses of smoked glass that made up her spectacles.

“Who—?” began Ketch.

She held up a finger. Somehow that was enough to stop him talking.

“What do you want?”

Ketch gulped, tasting his own fear like rising bile at the back of his throat.

“I want to speak to the Jew.”

“Why?”

He saw she carried a ring of keys at her belt like a jailer. Despite the fact she looked too young for the job he decided that she must be the Jew’s housekeeper. He used this thought as a stick to steady himself on: he’d just been unnerved by her sudden appearance, that was all. There must be a hidden door behind her. Easy enough to hide its edges in the tongue and groove. He wasn’t going to be bullied by a housekeeper. Not when he had business with her master.

“I got something for him.”

“What?”

“A screaming girl.”

She looked at the long sack lying on the floor.

“You have a girl in this sack?”

Somehow the way she asked this carried a lot of threat.

“I want to speak to the Jew,” repeated Ketch.

The woman turned her head to one side and rapped on the wooden wall behind her. She spoke into a small circular brass grille.

“Mr Sharp? A moment of your time, please.”

The dark lenses turned to look at him again. The silence was unbearable. He had to fill it.

“Man in The Three Cripples said as how the Jew would pay for screaming girls.”

The gold ring caught the lamplight as the black gloves flexed open and then clenched tight again, as if she were containing something.

“So you’ve come to sell a girl?”

“At the right price.”

Her smile was tight and showed no teeth. Her voice remained icily polite.

“There are those who would say any price is the wrong one. The good Mr Wilberforce’s bill abolished slavery nearly forty years ago, did it not?”

Ketch had set out on a simple errand: he had something to sell and had heard of a likely buyer. True, he’d felt a little like a Resurrection Man skulking through the fog with a girl on his shoulder, but she was no corpse and he was no bodysnatcher. And now this woman was asking questions that were confusing that simple thing. When life was straightforward, Bill Ketch sailed through it on smooth waters. When it became complicated he became confused and when he became confused, anger blew in like a storm, and when he became angry, fists and boots flew until the world was stomped flat and simple again.

“I don’t know nothing about a Wilberforce. I want to speak to the Jew,” he grunted.

“And why do you think the Jew wants a girl? By which I mean: what do you think the Jew wants to do with her?” she asked, the words as taut and measured as her smile.

“What he does is none of my business.”

He shrugged and hid his own bunched fists deep in the pockets of his coat.

Her words cracked sharply across the table like a whiplash.

“But what you think you are doing by selling this girl is mine. Answer the question!”

This abrupt change of tone stung him and made him bang the table and lurch towards her, face like a thundercloud.

“No man tells Bill Ketch what to do, and sure as hell’s hinges no damn woman does neither! I want to see the bloody Jew and by God—”

The wall next to her seemed to blur open and shut and a man burst through, slicing across the room so fast that he outpaced Ketch’s eyes, leaving a smear of midnight blue and flashing steel as he came straight over the table in a swirl of coat-tails that ended in a sudden and dangerous pricking sensation against his Adam’s apple.

The eyes that had added him up through the judas hole now stared into him across a gap bridged by eighteen inches of razor-sharp steel. The long blade was held at exactly the right pressure to stop him doing anything life-threatening, like moving. Indeed, just swallowing would seem to be an act of suicide.

“By any god, you shall not take one step further forward, Mr…”

The eyes swept over his face, searching, reading it.

“Mr Ketch is it? Mr William Ketch…?”

He leaned in and Ketch, frozen, watched his nostrils flare as he appeared to smell him. The midnight blue that the man was dressed in seemed to absorb even more light than the woman’s black dress. He wore a knee-length riding coat cut tight to his body, beneath which was a double-breasted leather waistcoat of exactly the same hue, as were the shirt and tightly knotted silk stock he wore around his neck. The only break in the colour of his clothing was the brown of his soft leather riding boots.

His hair was also of the darkest brown, as were his thick and well-shaped eyebrows, and his eyes, when Ketch met them, were startlingly … unexpected.

Looking into them Ketch felt, for a moment, giddy and excited. The eyes were not just one brown, not even some of the browns: they were all the browns. It was as if he was looking into a swirl of autumn leaves tumbling happily in the golden sunlight of a blazing Indian summer.

One look into the tawny glamour in those eyes and Ketch forgot the blade at his throat.

One look into those eyes and the anger was gone and all was simple again.

One look into those eyes and Bill Ketch was confusingly and irrevocably in something as close to love as to make no difference.

The man must have seen this because the blade did something fast and complicated and disappeared beneath the skirts of his coat as he reached forward, gripped Ketch by both shoulders and pulled him close, sniffing him again and then raising an eyebrow in surprise, before pushing him back and smiling at him like an old friend.

“He is everything he appears to be, and no more,” he said over his shoulder.

The woman stepped forward.

“You are sure?”

“I thought I smelled something on the air as he knocked, but it didn’t come in with him. I may have been mistaken. The river is full of stink at high tide.”

“So you are sure?” she repeated.

“As sure as I am that you will never tire of asking me that particular question,” said the man.

“‘Measure twice, cut once’ is a habit that has served me well enough since I was old enough to think,” she said flatly, “and it has kept this house safe for much longer than that.”

“Are you the Jew?” said Ketch. His voice squeaked a little as he spoke, so happy was he feeling, bathed in the warmth of the handsome young man’s open smile.

“I do not have that honour,” he replied.

The woman appeared at the man’s shoulder.

“Well?” she said.

The chill returned to Ketch’s heart as she spoke.

“He is as harmless as he appears to be, I assure you,” repeated the man.

She took off her glasses and folded them in one hand. Her eyes were grey-green and cold as a midwinter wave. Her words, when they came, were no warmer.

“I am Sara Falk. I am the Jew.”

As Ketch tried to realign the realities of his world, she put a hand on the man’s shoulder and pointed him at the long bundle on the floor.

“Now, Mr Sharp: there is a young woman in that sack. If you would be so kind.”

The man flickered to the bundle on the floor, again seeming to move between time instead of through it. The blade reappeared in his hand, flashed up and down the sacking, and then he was helping the girl to her feet and simultaneously sniffing at her head.

“Mr Sharp?” said Sara Falk.

“As I said, I smelled something out there,” he said. “I thought it was him. It isn’t, nor is it her.”

“Well, good,” she said, the twitch of a smile ghosting round the corner of her mouth. “Maybe it was your imagination.”

“It pleases you to make sport of me, my dear Miss Falk, but I venture to point out that since we are charged with anticipating the inconceivable, my ‘imagination’ is just as effective a defensive tool as your double-checking,” he replied, looking at the girl closely. “And since our numbers are so perilously dwindled these days, you will excuse me if I do duty as both belt and braces in these matters.”

The young woman was slender and trembling, in a grubby pinafore dress with no shoes and long reddish hair that hung down wavy and unwashed, obscuring a clear look at her face. At first glance, however, it was clear she was not a child, and he judged her age between sixteen and twenty years old. She flinched when he reached to push the hair back to get a better look at her and make a more accurate assessment, and he stopped and spoke quietly.

“No, no, my dear, just look at me. Look at me and you’ll see you have nothing to fear.”

After a moment her head came up and eyes big as saucers peered a question into his. As soon as they did the trembling calmed and she allowed him to push the hair back and reveal what had been done to her mouth to stop the screaming.

He exhaled through his teeth in an angry hiss and then gently turned her towards Sara Falk. She stared at the rectangle of black hessian that was pasted across the girl’s face from below her nose down to her chin.

“What is this?” said Mr Sharp, voice tight, still keeping the girl steady with his eyes.

“It’s just a pitch-plaster, some sacking and tar and pitch, like a sticky poultice, such as they use up the Bedlam Hospital to quiet the lunatics…” explained Ketch, his voice quavering lest Mr Sharp’s gaze when it turned to add him up again was full of something other than the golden warmth he was already missing. “Why, the girlie don’t mind a—”

“Look at her hands,” said Sara Falk.

The girl’s hands were tightly wrapped in strips of grubby material, like small cloth-bound boxing gloves.

“Nah, that she does herself, she done that and not me,” said Ketch hurriedly. “I takes ’em off cos she’s no bloody use with hands wrapped into stumps like that, but she wraps whatever she can find round ’em the moment you turn your back. Why even if there’s nothing in the rooms she’ll rip up her own clothes to do it. It’s all she does: touches things and then screams at what ain’t there and tangles rags round her hands like a winding cloth so she doesn’t have to touch anything at all…”

Sara Falk exchanged a look with Mr Sharp.

“Touches things? Then screams?” he said. “Old stones, walls … those kind of things?”

Ketch nodded enthusiastically. “Walls and houses and things in the street. Sets ’er off something ’orrible it does—”

“Enough,” said Mr Sharp, his eyes on Sara Falk who was stroking the scared girl’s hair. Their eyes met once more.

“So she’s a Glint then,” he said quietly.

She nodded, for a moment unable to speak.

“She’s not right in the head is what she is,” said Ketch. “And—”

“Is she your daughter?” said Sara Falk, clearing something from her throat.

“No. Not blood kin. She’s … my ward, as it were. But I can’t afford to feed her no more, so it’s you or the poorhouse, and the poorhouse don’t pay, see…?”

The spark of commerce had reignited in his eyes.

“Don’t worry about that blessed plaster, lady. Why, a hot flannel held on for a couple of minutes loosens it off, and you can peel it away without too much palaver.”

The man and the woman stared at him.

“The redness fades after a couple of days,” he insisted. “We tried a gag, see, but she loosens them or gnaws through. She’s spirited—”

“What is her name?” said Sara Falk.

“Lucy. Lucy Harker. She’s just—”

“Mr Sharp,” she said, cutting him off by turning away to kneel by the girl.

“What do you want to do with him?” said the man in midnight.

“What I want to do to a man who’d sell a young woman without a care as to what the buyer might want to do with or to her is undoubtedly illegal,” said Sara Falk almost under her breath.

“It would be justice though,” he replied equally softly.

“Yes,” she said. “But we, as I have said many times, are an office of the Law and the Lore, not of Justice, Mr Sharp. And Law and Lore say to make the punishment fit the crime. Do what must be done.”

Lucy Harker looked at her, still mute behind the gag.

Mr Sharp left them and turned his smile on Ketch, who relaxed and grinned expectantly back at him.

“Well,” said Mr Sharp. “It seems we must pay you, Mr Ketch.”

The thought of money coming was enticing and jangly enough to drown out the question that had been trying to get Ketch’s attention for some time now, namely how this good-looking young man knew his name. He watched greedily as he reached into his coat and pulled out a small leather bag.

“Now,” said Mr Sharp. “Gold, I think. Hold out your hands.”

Ketch did so as if sleepwalking, and though at first his eyes tricked him into the thought that Mr Sharp was counting tarnished copper pennies into his hand, after a moment he realised they were indeed the shiniest gold pieces he had ever seen, and he relaxed enough to stop looking at them and instead to study more of Mr Sharp. His dark hair was cropped short on the back and sides, but was long on top, curling into a cowlick that tumbled over his forehead in an agreeably untidy way. A single deep blue stone dangled from one ear in a gold setting, winking in the lamplight as he finished his tally.

“…twenty-eight, twenty-nine, thirty. That’s enough, I think, and if not it is at least … traditional.”

And with that the purse disappeared and the friendly arm went round Ketch’s shoulder, and before he could quite catch up with himself the two of them were out in the fog, walking out of Wellclose Square into the tangle of dark streets beyond.

Ketch’s heart was soaring and he felt happier than he had ever been in his life, though whether it was because of the unexpectedly large number of gold – gold! – coins in his pockets, or because of his newfound friend, he could not tell.


CHAPTER 3

A CHARITABLE DEED


If the fog had eyes (which in this part of London it often did) it would not only have noticed Mr Sharp leading Bill Ketch away into the narrow streets at the lower end of the square, it would have remarked that the knot of men who had been unloading boxes of candles into the Danish Church had finished their work, and that the carrier’s cart had taken them off into the night, leaving only the burly red-bearded man with the pipe and a wiry underfed-looking young fellow in a tight fustian coat.

The bearded man locked the heavy doors and then followed the other across the street, heading for the dark carriage still standing outside the sugar refinery. If the fog’s eyes had also been keen, they would have noticed that the red beard overhung a white banded collar with two tell-tale tabs that marked him out as the pastor of the church whose barn-like doors he had just secured. There was a crunch underfoot as they reached the carriage and he looked down at the scattering of oyster shells with surprise. The wiry youth, unsurprised, reached up and rapped his bony knuckles on the polished black of the carriage door.

“Father,” he said. “’Tis the Reverend Christensen. ’E wishes to thank you in person.”

There was a pause as if the carriage itself was alive and considering what had been said to it. Then it seemed to shrug as something large moved within, the weight shifting it on its springs, and then the door cracked open.

The reverend’s beard parted to reveal an open smile as the pastor leant into the carriage apologetically.

“So sorry to discommode you, Mr Templebane, but I could not let the opportunity of thanking you in person pass me by.”

“No matter, no matter at all,” said a deep voice from inside. “Think no more of it, my dear reverend sir. My pleasure indeed. Only sorry we had to deliver at so unholy an hour.”

“All hours are holy, Mr Templebane,” smiled the pastor, his English scarcely accented at all. “And any hour that contains such a welcome donation is all the more blessed.”

“Please!” said the voice, whose owner remained hidden except for the appearance in the carriage window of a fleshy hand carefully holding an open oyster with the smallest finger extended politely away from all the others. The shell was full of plump grey oyster meat that bobbled and spilled a little of the shellfish’s liquor as the hand airily waved the thanks away.

“You will embarrass me, sir, so you will. To be honest, the bit of business that resulted in me taking over the unwanted deadstock from the unfortunate, not to say imprudent, candle-maker left me with enough dips to gift all the churches in the parish.”

The fleshy hand retreated into the shadows and a distinct slurping noise was heard.

“But a lesser spirit might still have sold them,” said the pastor, working hard to make his thanks stick to their rightful target.

The fleshy hand reappeared as the carriage’s occupant leant further forward to drop the now-empty oyster shell daintily on to the pavement, revealing for just an instant the face of Issachar Templebane.

It was a paradox of a face, a face both gaunt and yet pillowy, the skin hanging slack over the bones of the skull with the unhealthy toad’s-belly pallor of a fat man who has lost weight too late in life for his skin to have retained the elasticity to shrink to fit the new, smaller version of himself.

He wiped a trickle of oyster juice from the edge of his mouth with the back of his thumb before reaching forward to grip the pastor’s hand in a brisk, hearty farewell.

“I could, I could, but my brother and I are lawyers not tradesmen, and I assure you our fees in the matter were more than adequate. Besides, money isn’t everything. Now, goodnight to you, sir, and safe home. Come, Coram, we must be going.”

And with that he released the hand and retreated back into the carriage as the wiry young man sprang up to the driver’s seat, gathered the reins and snapped the horses into motion with a farewell nod to the pastor, who was left standing among the debris of Templebane’s oyster supper feeling strangely dismissed, rather than actually wished well.

As the carriage turned the corner a panel slid back in the front of the vehicle, next to Coram, and Templebane’s face appeared.

“Did you draw the reverend gentleman’s attention to the man Ketch and his suspicious bundle?” he asked, all the cheeriness in his voice now replaced by a business-like flatness.

“Yes, Father. I done it just as ’ow you said, casual-like.”

If the fog had ears as well as eyes, it might by this time have noted a further paradox regarding Issachar Templebane, which was that the boy who called him Father did not have anything like the same deep, fluid – and above all cultured – voice as he. Coram’s voice had been shaped by the rough dockside alleys of the East End: it dropped “h’s” and played fast and loose with what had, with Victoria’s recent accession to the throne, only just become the Queen’s English. Issachar spoke with the smooth polished edges of the courtroom; Coram’s voice was sharp as a docker’s hook. If there seemed to be no familiar resemblance between them, this was because although Issachar Templebane had many children, he had no blood kin beyond his twin brother Zebulon, who was the other half of the house of Templebane & Templebane.

Issachar and Zebulon were prodigious adopters of unclaimed boys, all of whom grew up to work for them in the chambers and counting room that adjoined their house on Bishopsgate. It was their habit to name the boys for the London parishes from whose workhouses (or in Coram’s case, the foundling hospital) they had been procured. This led to unwieldy but undoubtedly unusual names: there was an Undershaft, a Vintry, a Sherehog, a Bassetshaw and a Garlickhythe Templebane. The only exception was the youngest who had been taken from the parish of St Katherine Cree and he, it being too outlandish to call the boy Katherine, was called Amos, a name chosen at random by letting the Bible fall open and choosing the title of the book it opened at. If Amos had anything to say about the matter he might well have remarked that he had as well been called Job since, as the youngest member of the artificially assembled family, with brothers who shared no love between them, he got more than his share of grief and toil. He didn’t remark on this because he spoke not at all, his particular affliction being that he was mute. Coram, by contrast, was garrulous and questioning, a characteristic that his adopted fathers encouraged and punished in equal measure depending on their whim and humour.

Coram cleared his throat by spitting onto the crupper of the horse in front of him and went on.

“And ’e remarked, the pastor did, that the ’ouse Ketch gone in was the Jew’s ’ouse, and that she was a good woman, though not of his faith.”

Templebane nodded approvingly, his hands busy with a short-bladed shucking knife as he opened another oyster.

“Quite, quite. He has no malice in him, none at all. As solid and upright and clean as a new mast of Baltic pine is the Danish reverend. Which will make his testimony all the more credible, should we require it.”

Here he paused and slurped another oyster, tossing the shell out into the road. He chewed the unlucky bivalve once, to burst it, then swallowed with a shiver of satisfaction.

“Mark it, Coram: there is no better instrument of destruction than an honest man who has no axe to grind.”

And with that the panel slapped shut and Coram Templebane was alone with the horses and the fog that thinned as he drove up towards the higher ground of Goodman’s Fields.


CHAPTER 4

HAND IN GLOVE


Sara Falk crouched in front of the trembling young woman and smiled encouragingly at her.

“Lucy,” she said.

Lucy Harker just stared at the door through which Mr Sharp had led Ketch, as if expecting them to walk back in at any moment.

“Lucy. May I?”

She reached for Lucy’s neck, pushed away the hair, and then lifted the collar of the pinafore as if looking for something like a necklace. Finding nothing she sucked her teeth with a snap of disappointment and shook her head.

The eyes stayed locked on the outer door. Sara Falk moved into her field of vision.

“Lucy. You must believe the next three things I tell you with all your heart, for they are the truest things in the world: firstly, that man will never walk back through that door unbidden and he shall never, ever hurt you or anyone ever again. Mr Sharp is making sure of that right now.”

Lucy’s eyes flickered and she looked at the slender woman, her eyes making a question that her mouth could not, her body still tense and quivering like a wild deer on the point of flight.

“Secondly, I know you have visions,” continued Sara Falk, reaching out to touch the pitch-plaster gently, as if stroking a hurt away. “It’s the visions that make you scream. Visions you have when you touch things. Visions that make you wonder if you are perhaps mad?”

The eyes stared at her. Sara smiled and raised her own hands, showing the gloves and the two rings that she wore on top of them, one an odd-shaped piece of sea-glass rimmed with a band of gold, the other set with a bloodstone into which a crest of some sort had been carved.

“You are not mad, and you are not alone. As you see, others have reason to cover their hands too. And if you come with me into my house where there is a warm fire and pie and hot milk with honey, we shall sit with my glove box and find an old pair of mine and see if they fit you.”

She removed the rings, reached for the buttons at the wrist of one glove, quickly opened them and peeled the thin black leather off, revealing the bare hand beneath. She freed the other hand even faster, and then reached gently for Lucy’s bound hands.

“May I?”

Lucy’s eyes stayed locked on hers as she gently began to unwrap one of the hands.

“I have something that will calm you, Lucy, a simple piece of sea-glass for you to touch, and I promise it will not harm you but give you a strength until we can find you one of your own—”

Lucy pulled her hand sharply away but Sara held onto it firmly and smiled as she held out the sea-glass ring: the glass, worn smooth by constant tumbling back and forth on a beach matched Sara Falk’s eyes perfectly.

“You need to touch this—”

Lucy goggled at it, then ripped her hand out of Sara Falk’s, shaking her head with sudden agitation, emphatically miming “No!”

“Lucy—” began Sara, and then stopped.

Lucy was tearing at her own bandages, moaning excitedly from behind the tar and hessian gag. It was Sara’s turn to watch with eyes that widened in surprise as the rags wound off and revealed their secret.

Lucy freed one hand and held out a fist, palm up, jabbing it insistently at the older woman.

Then she opened it.

Clenched in her hand was another piece of sea-glass, its light hazel colour like that of Lucy’s own eyes.

Sara Falk’s face split into a grin that matched and made even younger the youthful face she carried beneath the prematurely white hair. It was a proud and a mischievous grin.

“Oh,” she gasped. “Oh, you clever girl. Clever, clever girl! You kept your own heart-stone. That’s how you survived that awful man unbroken! Oh, you shall be fine, Lucy Harker, for you have sense and spirit. The visions that assault you when you touch things are a gift, and though it is not an easy one to bear, believe me that it is a gift and no lasting blight on your life.”

A tear leaked out of one of Lucy’s eyes and Sara caught it and wiped it away before it hit the black plaster.

“And this heart-stone, I mean your piece of sea-glass, does it glow when there is danger near?”

Lucy again looked startled and on edge, as if she was on the point of breaking for the door. Sara put a hand on her shoulder, gently.

“Did you know that only a true Glint can see the fire that blazes out of it when peril approaches?” said Sara. “Ordinary folk see nothing but the same dull piece of sea-glass. Why, even the estimable Mr Sharp who has abilities of his own cannot see the fire that guards the unique power that you and I have. It is not glowing now, is it?”

Lucy looked at the dull glass in her hand; it was like a cloudy gobbet of marmalade.

“Then if you trust it, trust me,” said Sara. “And we shall find a way to soften that pitch and peel this wretched gag off without hurting you. Come to the kitchen and we shall see what we can do.”

She smiled encouragingly at the gagged face. Her grandfather had indeed once sought out oddities like Lucy Harker and other people with even stranger abilities. The Rabbi Falk had been one of the great minds of his time, and though not born with any powers of his own, he not only believed in what he termed the “supranatural” but also toiled endlessly to increase his knowledge of it and so harness it. He had been a Freemason, a Kabbalist, an alchemist and a natural scientist, obsessively studying the threads of secret power that wove themselves beneath the everyday surface of things and underpinned what he called “The Great and Hidden History of the World”.

It was perhaps proof that Fate had a sense of humour in that his granddaughter had been born with some of those very elusive powers which he had spent a lifetime searching for and trying to control.

Sara reached for Lucy’s hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze.

“You are a Glint, Lucy, and you have fallen among friends,” she said. “You are out of danger here, for this is the Safe House, the most secure house in all London, safer than the Tower itself for it was made so to guard a grave secret, a key of great power, and because of that you can rest, secure that none may enter unless I let them, and so none shall harm you. Now come with me, for you are cold and the kitchen is warm and altogether more welcoming.”

With that Sara led Lucy from the room so that all that remained was the echo of their footsteps walking away down a stone-flagged passageway, and the sound of her voice saying, “The third thing you must believe, Lucy Harker, is that the world in general, and London in particular, is a far, far stranger place that most people ever know.”

And as if to prove that fact to the empty room, the hollow clay mannequin stood up, walked across the room and quietly closed the door behind them, before returning to his seat and sitting as motionlessly as before.


CHAPTER 5

THE BLOODSTONE BADGE


Ketch felt woozily happy, despite the chilling fog blanketing the gas-lit streets.

The companionable arm over his shoulder steered him past the King’s Arms at the edge of the square, and he looked sideways at the fugged windows and the inviting glow of firelight and candles within. It was a large building, and an observant passer-by might have noticed the horseshoes nailed up above all of the windows as well as the more customary main doorway. Ketch was not of a mood or disposition to observe small details: he was glowing and sentimental and he felt the tavern exerting a magnetic tug on the heavy jingle of coins in his pocket, and then he had a marvellous idea.

“Tell you what,” he said, looking up into the face of his wonderful new friend, “tell you what! I should like to stand you a drink to round off a mutually profitable night’s work. We could slide in here and have the landlord make us a nice hot ale, or maybe a steaming jug of bishop, yes, bishop’s the thing for a chilly night like this, wouldn’t you say?”

He was so taken with the idea of sharing a warm glass or two of spiced port with his companion that he could already hear the sizzle of the red-hot poker the landlord was going to plunge into the jug to heat it. In fact he was imagining the lovely smell of orange and cloves and strong wine so intently that he didn’t notice Mr Sharp had walked them into a dark side alley until it was too late.

“No,” he said. “No, the door’s over there—”

His voice was strangled by a fleeting moment of worry, triggered both by the knowledge that this particular alley was a dead end and the sudden memory of the alarming knife this man carried somewhere beneath his coat. But the moment dissolved and he instantly relaxed as the eyes turned on him again: even in the stygian black of the blind alley he could see their tawny glow and felt flushed and content, as if bathed in the warmth of a thousand summers.

“Nah, but this is fine too,” he smiled, with a look on his face that was quite as blurred with happiness as if he had already drunk that imaginary jug of fortified wine.

Mr Sharp gently slid his hand off Ketch’s shoulder to grip his chin in such a way that the man could not look away.

“Indeed it is. But it is also goodbye. And it is also this…”

He raised his other fist to show him the gold ring he wore. The ring was set with a bloodstone like the one Sara Falk wore, into which was carved a rampant lion facing an equally wild-looking unicorn. He held it out, and when he spoke again there was a distinctly official tone to his voice.

“By the Powers, Mr William Ketch, and as a Free Companion of the London Oversight, I charge you that you will go now, and you will forget what you did with the girl Lucy Harker, and you will forget us, and you will forget the house we have just left: if asked, you will remember she ran off while you were drunk. And because of that,” he continued, with a sparkle of cheery malice in his face. “Because of that you will never touch liquor again, and you will be kind to the needy—”

Mr Sharp’s nostrils flared slightly and his head came up as he scanned the darkness around them for whatever smell had interrupted his thought. Ketch just nodded, his mouth smiling so sloppily that a thin line of drool dribbled out of the side and spattered on the ground by his boots.

Mr Sharp shook his head and his eyes returned to Ketch. Ketch opened his mouth to say something, but Mr Sharp gently pushed the chin up and closed it again.

“—and because of what you did to the girl’s mouth, you shall be unable to speak from now until the first day the dog roses bloom next spring, and when they do you will go and offer your services at the very Bedlam Hospital you spoke of, and help with the washing and cleaning of the poor turned minds who are locked within. That shall be your own punishment and means of rectification.”

He reached forward and pressed the ring to Ketch’s head. When he took it away, the image of the lion and unicorn was indented on the skin, and for a moment it seemed to glow a mottled red and green like the bloodstone itself, and then it was just a temporary dimple, and then it was gone.

Ketch opened his mouth to speak, and then found he couldn’t. He sneezed three times, looked a little confused, then shrugged and scratched his forehead as he turned and stumbled off down the alley, back into the street.

As he walked he rubbed at the itch above his eyes, and then forgot it as he felt the jingle of coins in his pocket and pulled a handful out, pausing to examine them beneath the first gas lamp he came to. He saw a scrabble of tarnished copper ha’pennies and farthings and felt an unaccountable pang of surprise: surely these coins were meant to be something else? But then he couldn’t quite remember what or why he might think they would be anything other than they were.

He pocketed the change and was swallowed up by the fog.



CHAPTER 6


THE MISSING UNICORN



Lucy Harker could not keep her eyes still. She sat at the huge wooden table at the warm heart of Sara Falk’s kitchen, her neck craning and swivelling as she tried to take in the extraordinary room that almost ran across the whole basement of the house. The only clear space was the table itself, a big five-sided thing with age-darkened oak legs supporting a top almost white with the repeated scrubbing it had received over the years.


At the centre of the table burned a single candle surrounded by five leafy twigs, all of different woods, laid in a rough star: an oak twig bearing an acorn crossed another bearing the distinctive keys of an ash, which crossed a sprig of white hawthorn resting on a spray of pink apple blossom that supported a hazel stick heavy with green nuts. Beyond this calm half acre of scrubbed wood there was an ordered mayhem of shelves and racks and cupboards, with alcoves and pillars leading into glimpsed side-larders and pantries all crammed with boxes, bookcases and bottle racks.


Wherever the eye looked, it found a bewildering variety of things in which the unfamiliar comfortably outnumbered the familiar: apothecary jars with ancient gilt lettering on them fought for shelf space with irregular ziggurats of spice tins while below them on a groaning dresser bucket-shaped stone crocks sprouted explosions of spoons, spatulas and porridge spirtles like exotic wooden flower arrangements. Lowly potato sacks slumped next to metal-trimmed tea chests which in turn supported a regiment of black japanned canisters emblazoned with yellowing paper squares stamped with impressive red Siamese chop marks that made them look more like battle pennants than labels.


One windowsill was piled so high with jars containing such a multicoloured variety of liquids and preserves that the gas lamp shining in from the street above turned it into a three-dimensional stained-glass window.


Even the ceiling was full; every spare inch was jammed with bunches of drying herbs hanging next to smoked hams and strings of onions, and something that looked suspiciously like a blunderbuss. There were recognisable kitchen tools scattered about – homely, useful things like graters and colanders and rolling pins and very up-to-date mechanical devices like hand-cranked apple-peelers and sausage-stuffers. There were also indeterminate contraptions made of metal, wood or glass which seemed as if they’d be equally at home in an alchemist’s laboratory, a mechanic’s shed or even perhaps a very experimental dungeon.


Knives, hatchets and blades of every shape, size and age (including a notched cutlass and a very hacked-about boarding axe) fanned across one wall next to a similarly bewildering profusion of pots, pans and chafing dishes, all scoured and polished to a high copper sheen which reflected the fire glowing red in the centre of the huge cast-iron range at the heart of the room.


The range was a great contraption of stove-blackened metal and brass-bound hinges, in the centre of which a fire crackled happily behind the bars of an open grate. “THE DREADNOUGHT PATENT RANGE” was embossed in blocky lettering across the back of the fireplate, and a kettle the size of a baby hippopotamus hissed and bubbled on the hotplate beneath.


Next to it on a leather-topped club fender sat Cook, dobbing a mixture of sugar, currants and allspice into the centre of six pastry circles laid out on a small table beside her.


Cook had been introduced to Lucy as just Cook, as if no further name was necessary or indeed available.


She definitely looked at least part of the part: she was built on a heroically stocky scale, and the expanse of white pinafore straining across her ample bosom combined with her generous wide-set curves to give her both the cut and jib of a small galleon, one that had been built at a time when the broadest of beams were in fashion. The part of her that didn’t look the part was her face: the wisps of greying and once-blonde hair that escaped from the white cotton mob-cap were ladylike enough, but the black eye patch and the scar that emerged from it to dent her nose and the opposite cheek gave her a wild, buccaneering air. It was an impression entirely supported by the fearless sparkle in her one blue eye, and perhaps explained to the curious and associative mind how a blunderbuss and a boarding axe had become part of her eccentric batterie de cuisine.


Despite her size, Cook seemed to have something of Mr Sharp’s ability to move fast because Lucy thought she had only glanced up for a moment to examine a duck carcase which appeared to have been run over by a lawn roller before being hung from the roof to dry, but when she dropped her eyes she saw Cook had placed six pastry lumps on a baking tray in front of her. They were the shape (and almost the size) of cannonballs and had been rolled in sugar.


Lucy looked at them, then at Sara Falk who was sitting on the other side of the table with a bowl of hot water, some flannels, a towel and a box full of old gloves.


“Now, my lovely, these are Eccles cakes,” said Cook. Her voice was rough but kind. “We shall bake them for twenty minutes or so, and while we wait for them to come out of the Dreadnought, I will try my best to free your mouth without any distress. I expect the smell of them baking will encourage you to bear any small pain we may accidentally inflict, knowing once we’re done you can enjoy eating them, all of them if you wish, perhaps with a nice slice of Lancashire cheese. I assure you they will be worth it: I have used the estimable Mr Henderson’s receipt.”


She offered Sara a small knife.


“No,” said Sara. “Lucy may do it, for the luck of the thing.”


Cook expertly spun the blade between her fingers so the handle faced towards Lucy.


“Three slashes across the top of each one, no more, no less,” said Sara Falk, giving Lucy an encouraging and mysterious wink. “Threes are powerful things, Lucy, almost as powerful as fives: some say the triple cut is for Mecca, Medina and Jerusalem, some say it’s for the Trinity. Others say it’s for the Maid, the Mother and the Crone. Wise King Solomon said—”


Cook made a short explosive snort like a boiler blowing a safety valve.


“If Wise King Solomon knew anything about baking, he’d have known it’s to let the steam out and stop them exploding sticky mincemeat all over the inside of my nice clean oven.”


She jabbed the knife handle at Lucy.


“Come on, girl, let’s get this done. My tummy’s rumbling.”


“Your tummy’s always rumbling,” said Sara Falk with a smile. “It’s like living with a permanent thunderstorm.”


“Why—” said Cook, and then cut off abruptly as Lucy snatched the knife from her fingers.


“No!” said Sara, reaching across the table, too late to stop the girl.


Lucy stretched her jaw as far away from her nose as she could manage, like a silent scream, then sliced the tip of the knife into the hessian plaster, the sharp edge of the blade facing away from her, and ripped outwards, wincing as she did so.


“Aie!” She said, her voice escaping through the ragged hole she had cut. She stabbed the knife into the wood tabletop where it quivered with the force of her blow as she reached inside her mouth. Her finger came out with a smear of blood on the tip. “Merde. Je me suis coupée. Ce salaud—”


Cook blew her cheeks out in shock.


“Hell’s teeth!” she exploded. “She’s a bloody Frenchy!”


Lucy worked her mouth, trying to spit something out through the hole in the gag.


“Lucy,” said Sara, reaching across the table with the flannel while Cook surreptitiously reclaimed her knife and examined the tip for signs of damage. “Do you speak English? Parlez vous—?”


The girl managed to spit the thing out of her mouth. It bounced on the scrubbed deal table and came to a halt between them. It was a gold ring and even though it landed face down, they could see from the back that the stone it was set with was broken and half was missing.


Lucy tugged at the hole in her pitch-plaster gag, wincing again and grimacing as she made it bigger. She took several deep breaths and looked at them as if what she had done and the thing she had produced as if by magic from her mouth was perfectly normal.


“C’est l’anneau de ma mère,” she said with a shrug. “Ils ont lui cherché partout, ces salauds avec leurs visages bleus—”


She reached for the ring and wiped her spit from it on the flannel.


“—je pensais que j’allais avaler le truc foutu!”


“What did she say?” said Cook. “She speaks so fast—”


“She said it was her mother’s ring. And they searched everywhere for it, those blue-faced, um, bastards. And she thought she was going to swallow the, er, damned thing.” Sara raised an eyebrow at Cook. “I must say she swears quite a lot.”


“Spirited and clever though, hiding it in her mouth,” said Cook with a gleam of approval in her eye.


“And reckless,” said Sara Falk. “She could have choked.”


“Well, she is a Glint,” said Cook. “Just like you. And you were reckless at her age…”


“But if she can only speak French…” said Sara Falk, ignoring the raised eyebrow that accompanied Cook’s observation, “why is she called Lucy Harker?”


Lucy stretched across the table, indicating she wanted Sara Falk’s right hand. She let the girl take her glove and turn it to look at the ring she wore outside the glove.


“Lucy,” said Sara Falk, “what—?”


Lucy turned her mother’s ring over and held it next to the other one. The former’s gold setting was an older and thinner style, but the stone, of which half remained in the setting, was also a bloodstone.


And more than that, it was a lion.


Exactly the same lion as the one on Sara Falk’s ring. The only thing it lacked was the half of the stone that had cracked and fallen out.


All that was missing was the unicorn.


“Sara,” said Cook very slowly, stretching her hand forward and showing another matching bloodstone ring on her flour-covered finger. “Her mother was one of us.”


They stared at the girl. She looked at them, then at the rings, then back at Sara.


“Mais…” Lucy said, hope and distrust fighting for control over the smooth planes of her face. “Qui êtes-vous?”



CHAPTER 7

BRIGHT KNIVES IN A DARK ALLEY


Mr Sharp did not see Ketch count his gold under the gaslight and find that it was copper. He didn’t see him shrug and forget why this should disappoint him, nor did he see the man walk on and disappear into the gloom. He did not see any of that.

He was still in the alley by the pub, but was standing with his back to the fog-muffled lights of the square. His nostrils were flared, like a hunting dog testing the wind, and he was staring into the pitch-black dead end waiting for something to move. His right hand was cocked beneath his coat, fingers ready over the handle of his blade.

Seconds passed, then minutes, but he did not move a muscle.

After five minutes had passed, he decided he had imagined whatever he thought he had sensed and was about to turn when the side door of the King’s Arms slammed open. It was a high door and above it a horseshoe had been nailed, just as on the windows and door at the front of the tavern. A shard of candlelight jagged across the dark alley, far enough for Mr Sharp to see something on the cobbles, and then a red-faced man in a barman’s apron peered out and his shadow blotted out whatever it was again as he shouted.

“Bessie? Bessie? Where are you, girl?”

He cocked an ear for a moment but there was no reply. He disappeared back inside, slamming the alley back into darkness.

Mr Sharp moved quickly across the cobbles and picked up the thing he had seen in the brief slash of light.

It was a woman’s shoe.

He looked at it for a moment and then carefully placed it on the barrelhead of one of the empty casks stacked up against the side of the building. He stepped back to the middle of the alley and drew his blade.

“Let her go,” he said quietly.

Time seemed to go very still in the dark slot between the pub and the blank-faced house next door.

Nothing happened.

Nobody answered.

And Mr Sharp did not move.

And still nobody answered.

And still Mr Sharp did not move.

And nobody went on answering and nothing moved until the shadows shifted and an ugly laugh tumbled out of the darkness, followed by a harsh voice that was angular and somehow northern.

“I wondered if you could see me.”

Mr Sharp nodded.

“So did I.”

A whimper followed the ugly voice into the light, a whimper that came from a young woman’s mouth and was immediately stifled with a hand. The unseen speaker laughed again.

Mr Sharp reached inside his coat and pulled out a candle. He held it upright and snapped his wrist. The candle ignited by itself, and when he tossed it into the darkness it remained alight, even as it bounced and rolled on the ground and came to rest at a pair of slender top-boots.

The boots were made of some close-cropped fur, like sealskin, and they emerged from a long moleskin coat. Thanks to the candle, Mr Sharp could see that it wasn’t the kind of tough velvety moleskin material woven in one of the cotton mills sprouting up all over the newly industrialised Midlands. It was the other kind, the old kind, and old in two ways: not only was it worn and greasy with age, it was made from the skins of hundreds of dead moles, stitched together. The flattened heads had been left on and hung downwards, which gave the tight-fitting coat a scaly look like a kind of soft chain-mail. In place of buttons it was fastened across the chest with the bones and skulls of small animals, bleached and yellow with long use.

The coat wasn’t the strangest thing, nor the fact that its owner was holding a young serving girl gently by the hand, her clothes unbuttoned and dishevelled, her flushed face slack and happily drooling with an expression very much like the one on Bill Ketch’s face when he had been with Mr Sharp: what was strangest was the man in the moleskin coat’s own face.

He had a forked beard which jutted untidily forward of his chin like a goat, and his hair was swept back off a high forehead and tied in two braids strung with more bird skulls and tiny animal bones. From the hairline to the tip of his nose his skin was covered in writhing blue tattoos so dense that his eyes peered brightly out of them as if he were wearing a mask.

He cocked his head at Mr Sharp.

“What are you?” he asked, his voice hissing softly in a way that reminded Mr Sharp of the sound that winter waves made after they had broken and were draining back off a cold shingle beach.

There was something majestic about the man, but there was also something grotesque and corrupt; he was somehow smaller than he appeared to be at first sight. His smile was regal and arrogant until he spoke, when his teeth showed through the tangle of his beard, brown and mossy like neglected tombstones jumbled at the back of an overgrown churchyard.

“I am the person asking you to let the girl go inside to her father who is looking for her,” said Mr Sharp. His voice remained even and reasonable.

“Go away, boy,” spat the man, waving a hand dismissively.

“I cannot. Not now I have seen you.”

The bones rattled as the man shook his head in irritation.

“You carry a familiar blade, and yet you are not what the marks on it say you should be. You can make light, but you need a candle to hold it. And you held the Ketch man’s mind and bent it to yours, but only to punish him for some trifle.”

“It wasn’t a trifle,” said Mr Sharp. “Now please let the girl go, mind and body.”

“Well, it wasn’t much of a punishment either, truth to tell,” continued the man with a short bark of laughter, quickly strangled. “Now if I was punishing a man I’d slit him up the back and skin him slowly, then make him put his pelt back on inside out and dance a jig in it until his feet wore out or he ceased to amuse me: that’s a punishment.”

“No. That’s an abomination.”

“Abomination?” he snorted with derision. “You exaggerate. I’m just talking about a man. At best it’s a diversion…”

“Abomination or diversion, I can’t allow that, or anything like it.”

“Who are you to allow or disallow anything to a Pure One?” rasped the tattooed man. “I do not even know what you are, aping us and yet talking like one of them, like some cross-bred mongrel everybody kicks—”

“I am Sharp,” he replied calmly. “And I know you are going to put the girl down and step away from her.”

“Or?”

“Or you will have a chance to kick this mongrel and find out exactly how hard it bites.”

“You think you can better me, a half-breed runtlet like you?” he spat. “Slink away now or I’ll hurt you so bad you’ll skin yourself to make me stop…”

Mr Sharp didn’t blink.

“I cannot leave. I am sworn to this. And if you try to harm the girl it will be my pleasure to enable you to read the marks on this blade much, much closer than you will find comfortable.”

The tattooed man’s hand snuck inside his coat and emerged with a blade of his own, flashing gold in the candlelight, a thick strangely recurved thing like a broken-backed sickle made of bronze. He hooked it round the girl’s neck. She just smiled dreamily and giggled as if the razor-sharp edge were tickling her like a feather.

“Ah now, boy, I had only thought to sport with this girl and be gone, but if we’re to play at blades, I think I shall wet mine first, and this pretty will be on your dainty conscience. So perhaps you should just put up your knife and walk on. I have no mind to do anything with the girl which she has likely enough not done already, and if she has not, well, she will do it often enough in the future. There will be no permanent harm to her, unless you persist.”

Mr Sharp looked at the girl.

“Bess?” he said. “Bess, are you all right?”

Her eyes wandered and then found his and for a moment seemed to focus, but then went dreamy again.

“Her mind’s not her own for now is all,” said the strange man. “Now, you don’t want to cross blades with me, mongrel boy. My sword was singing long, long before the bitch that bore you was whelped, and will sing on long after your grave’s grown over and the headstone gone to dust in the wind.”

“Ah. You’re trying to provoke me,” said Mr Sharp. “You’re trying to get inside my head.”

The tattooed man snarled angrily.

“I’ll be inside your guts in a min—”

And then, before he could finish, the dreamy girl moved so fast that he had no time to defend himself as she twisted and ducked and rolled, spinning her neck clear of the hooked blade.

Her left hand clamped round his wrist, yanking his arm straight while her right smacked up into the elbow, sending it the wrong way with an ugly crack.

The blade dropped from his convulsing fingertips, his mouth opening to emit a shriek of pain as her remaining shoe kicked his knee sideways. 

He dropped lopsided to the cobbles while her right hand calmly snatched the tumbling dagger from the air and held it to his neck.

Stilling him wide-eyed on the ground.

Killing the yell in his throat.

“If he so much as blinks, cut his damn head off,” snapped Mr Sharp, already in motion. He ran and jumped, boosting off the barrelhead and seeming to run sideways along the wall of the pub as he snatched the horseshoe off the lintel above the door and then leapt across the width of the alley to land at Bess’s side, slamming the open ends of the horseshoe on either side of the tattooed man’s neck, pinning him to the ground.

“No!” squealed the man. “No, please – it burns!”

“Cold iron,” said Mr Sharp. “I lied. I know exactly what cruel stock you come from. Now be still a moment.”

He held his hand out to the girl. Her eyes brightened for a flicker and then dulled to a sleepy happiness again. She handed him the bronze blade.

“Thank you, Bess,” he said as she gazed into the autumnal tumble of his eyes. “Now forget all this. You went for a walk because your head was hurting but it’s better now and you heard me calling for assistance, and now you’re going to go in and tell your father that Mr Sharp sends his compliments and has a customer for the cells in the Sly House for the night.”

She shook her head as if coming out of a sleep and then sneezed three times. She wiped her eyes and smiled at him clear-eyed.

“Why, Mr Sharp,” she said as if seeing him for the first time. “You’ve apprehended yourself another miscreant. Shall I get my father to open the cells?”

“That would be a considerable kindness, my dear,” he said with great seriousness, and watched her run inside.

“You got inside her head while I was trying to get into yours,” hissed the tattooed man. “You made her do all that fighting. You could never have beaten me in a fair contest.”

He was looking smaller and older by the minute, as if the iron in the horseshoe was leeching the power from him. The dark blue tattoos on his face were beginning to fade, bleaching out to a pale blue as his power waned, revealing the tired and washed-out eyes of a very old man.

“Ah well,” said Mr Sharp, keeping him in place with the horseshoe round his neck like a giant staple. “Mongrels don’t fight fair, especially not with the foul.”

“You call me foul because you have tricked me into a disadvantage,” he wheezed. “But you do not know what enemy you have just made, you mannerless puppy. Our blood is Pure, our blood is One and I am Many!”

His eyes flashed for a moment, then faded again. Mr Sharp smiled down at him.

“I know who you are. I recognised the smell and the tattoos. You are one of the Night Host, a Shadowganger. You are one of the Sluagh,” he said, pronouncing the word “sloo-er”, his lip curling with an evident distaste as he did so. “But your place is in the north. Your place is the wild lands. That is the Law and the Lore.”

The Sluagh shook his head and winced as his neck touched the iron on either side. His voice was weakening and fading as fast as his tattoos were washing out but there was still a flicker of defiance within him.

“That is your Lore, not ours. We live wherever we will and always outside the Lore. What is this Lore anyway?”

“The heart of the Lore is simple,” said Mr Sharp in a measured voice, the kind a teacher might use to a slow but excitable child. “It says you cannot come among defenceless men, women and children and prey on them. If you do, we will stop you.”

The Sluagh tried to snarl but only had the energy to curl his lip.

“What almighty ‘we’ is this?”

“You know who those of us who carry this badge are. We are the Free Company. We are Law and Lore…”

Mr Sharp made a fist and held the ring in front of the Sluagh’s eyes.

“…we are The Oversight.”



CHAPTER 8


THE SHADOW GUARD



“Qui êtes-vous?” said Lucy again.


“Are you going to tell her?” said Cook. Lucy was trying to keep still as she fussed about her with cloths and a bowl of warm olive oil, softening the plaster and carefully pulling it off her face in small increments. Sara stood behind, gently keeping her from squirming with a firm grip on each of her shoulders.


“Why not?” said Sara. “I’ve already tried to explain that she’s a Glint. And if the ring is hers, she has a right to know.”


“She’s listening,” said Cook without looking at Lucy. “I think she understands us.”


“Do you speak English?” said Sara, gripping the shoulder-blades a little harder and turning to peer closely at her. Lucy kept her face blank.


“Lucy. Parles-tu anglais?”


“Non. Je veux seulement savoir qui vous êtes!”


“She just wants to know who we are—” said Sara.


“I can speak French quite as well as you can, thank you,” said Cook sharply. “Especially when she speaks slowly. I just don’t think now is the time to tell her.”


“She’s a Glint,” repeated Sara. “And now she knows what she is, sooner or later she will have to know who we are.”


“Later will be better,” said Cook. “Once we know more about her.”


“Once The Oversight welcomed and protected those who were as unaware of their powers as she is until they could master them and put them to good use.”


Cook shook her head.


“Once The Oversight was many Hands strong. Once we had so many members in so many Hands that I could not have fed them in six shifts seated round the great table upstairs!” she said, jabbing her finger at the ceiling. “Now we can fit round this small table with room to spare. These are not the old days, Sara. Now there is just you and I and Sharp and Hodge and The Smith, and no others. We are the Last Hand and we cannot behave as we did before the Disaster. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


Sara saw not just the flint but also the flicker of worry in the older woman’s eyes.


“Sara,” repeated Cook, “do you understand what I’m saying?”


“Yes,” said Sara. “You are saying there is room for one more at the table.”


Cook exhaled like a porpoise clearing its blowhole.


“You are ungovernable and incorrigible…”


“Thank you,” said Sara with a smile.


Sara began to speak in French. Lucy swivelled and craned her neck round to watch her, lips closed to avoid getting a mouthful of oil as Cook dabbed away at it.


“We were founded long ago,” Sara said, “when the world was less crowded and people liked to fill up the space with four or five long words where one simple one would do: we are the Free Company for the Regulation and Oversight of Recondite Exigency and Supranatural Lore.”


“What?” said Lucy, feeling like she’d just been hit by a landslide of words that buried any meaning deep beyond her reach. Sara Falk smiled.


“Amongst ourselves we’re known as The Oversight. For short.”


“Or The Lore,” said Cook. “For shorter.”


“What does it mean?” said Lucy, hackles of suspicion rising. “The words are too confusing…”


“It’s simple: ‘recondite exigency’ just means strange, hidden things that happen without a normal explanation. ‘Supranatural lore’ is knowledge and customs that apply to those things. ‘Regulation and oversight’ means we watch the shadows and police what goes on there. And a ‘Free Company’ means we band together and do this of our own free will, and are subject to no king or government.”


“Or queen,” said Cook.


“Or queen,” agreed Sara Falk.


“God save her,” said Cook stoutly.


“Indeed,” said Sara Falk.


No question, thought Lucy. Both of them were mad.


“This does not make sense to me,” she said. “And I still don’t understand who you are…”


Sara took a deep breath.


“Long ago, before the idea of history had even been born, there were many different kinds of people: some were very fast, some were very strong, some came out at night and slept in the day, some could silently ‘think’ to each other the way we talk out loud. They weren’t unnatural because they were part of nature. But if you take nature as what is normal, and normal as what most people can do, well, they were perhaps ‘supra’-natural—”
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