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For Domenica, for ever the loveliest of paradoxes




DRAMATIS PERSONAE



THE OVERSIGHT


Cook – once a pirate


The Smith – smith, ringmaker and counsellor


Hodge the Terrier Man – ratcatcher at the Tower of London, blinded


Charlie Pyefinch – apprentice ratcatcher


Lucy Harker – a Glint and a lost girl


Emmet – a golem


Jed – an Old English Terrier


IN LONDON


Caitlin Sean ná Gaolaire – a venatrix, from Skibbereen


An amorous doctor – unfaithful to his wife


Young woman – child thief and changeling


A newborn baby – her father, also a changeling


Francis Blackdyke, Viscount Mountfellon – man of science turned supranaturalist


The Citizen – a sea-green incorruptible, thought dead


Issachar Templebane Esq. – lawyer and broker


Sherehog, Vintry, Jewry, Westcheap, Aldersgate, Backchurch, Pountney, Poultry, Outwich, Bothaw, Abchurch and Coram Templebane – adopted sons (unimpaired)


William George Bunyon – innkeeper and gaoler of the Sly House


Nell Bunyon – his daughter


Obadiah Tittensor – owner and Master of Lady of Nantasket, out of Boston, Mass.


RUTLANDSHIRE


Whitlowe – a running boy


A footman


Old Biles – servant and nightwatchman


AT THE ANDOVER WORKHOUSE


M’Gregor – superintendent


Mrs M’Gregor – his wife


IN THE COUNTRYSIDE


The Ghost of the Itch Ward – formerly of the Andover Workhouse, real name unknown


Amos Templebane – adopted son of Issachar (mute but intelligent)


BETWEEN THE WORLDS


Sara Falk – keeper of the Safe House in Wellclose Square


Mr Sharp – protector and sentinel


The Raven – a wise old bird


John Dee – known as The Walker between the Worlds


A cavalier – a Mirror Wight


A bowman – a Mirror Wight


The nun – onetime Marianne de Rohan, now a Mirror Wight


BEYOND LAW AND LORE


Badger Skull, Bull Tattoo, Raven Totem, Fore-and-Aft and others – Sluagh


ON THE STEINERNES MEER


Frau Wachman – a grief-stricken mother


Herr Wachman – her husband


Peter – a boy


Otto von Fleischl – Schattenjäger, a hunter


Ida Laemmel – Schattenjägersmesser, his “knife”


BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS


Prudence Tittensor – wife of Obadiah, holder of secrets




“WILDFIRE RULES ALL”


Heraclitus, Fragment 64


“Fire lives the death of air, and air lives the death of fire; water lives the death of earth, earth that of water” … so says Heraclitus, the ancient philosopher of flux and flame so beloved of the Alchemists. He believed this eternal fire was the key to the cyclical process of transmutation, both the creative spark and the destructive conflagration, changing the elements into one another so that, as Diogenes Laertius attests, “the world is alternately born from fire and again resolved into fire in fixed cycles to all eternity, and this is determined by destiny”. Finding themselves guardians of a fragment of the original Wildfire, the Free Company for The Oversight of London have not been satisfied with leaving so potentially destructive a force to the vagaries of that destiny, but have devoted great effort and cunning to keeping it safe and contained. Indeed, of all the arcane duties involved in The Oversight’s responsibility for keeping the balance between the natural and the supranatural worlds, this has been the keystone or, as it were, the fulcrum on which the balance depends … there are those who believe the Wildfire did not come from this world at all, but from another sphere whence it escaped, and to which it is inexorably drawn back (whence its volatility) … a sphere now rendered dark and hungry by its absence, but this is, so far as I know, conjecture and little evidence has come to my attention …


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



A DOUBLE JEOPARDY: FIRST PART



Issachar Templebane examined his own dead face with more disappointment than sorrow. He noted how surprised it looked at the sudden interruption of all the clever plans that had once boiled so vigorously through the lifeless brain already beginning to rot behind that high forehead. The rictus of shock frozen on the waxy skin gave the lie to those who claimed that death by drowning was a peaceful and a painless departure, though it did occur to him that the expression might merely be one of distress at the taste of the noxious mix of Thames water and sewer effluent that had been his final fatal inhalation.


“Well,” he said, reaching his good hand down and thumbing open an eye which gave a slight sticky pop as the lid detached unwillingly from an eyeball now devoid of life or lubrication. “Well, brother, you are a fool to have fallen in so untimely a manner, and I shall have to carry on without you.”


The eye stared gummily back at a spot on the ceiling over Issachar’s shoulder. He in turn hung over the face that was – his dead brother being also his identical twin – notionally but not actually his own. The movement was awkward and made him wince as the broken arm that was hanging in a sling twisted uncomfortably.


“I was thinking that I might unman myself by looking at your dead face, but now that I do so I must admit my first reaction is one of determination, for sad and distressing though it is to see you thus, it chiefly makes me resolved never to be seen by my own survivors with such a surprised and disappointed expression. I have to say that for such a preternaturally bright and accomplished man, brother, you look shamefully taken aback.”


He let the eyelid go and sucked his teeth.


“It won’t do though, it won’t do at all. I am diminished by your death. I feel like a…”


And here, unusually for Issachar, words quite left him. He waited for them to return, eyes turned to the ceiling, blinking more rapidly than normal. He took a deep breath, then released a long, calming exhalation, massaging his broken arm with his good hand as he did so.


“I feel something has been stolen from me,” he said. And the snarl with which he said it made it clear that the flush beginning to pink the ridges of his cheekbones was not grief but anger. “Well, brother, the dissolution of the partnership does not signal the end of the enterprise. I will continue alone, and I will destroy them. The precious Oversight may be adept at fighting the insubstantial and the arcane; we shall see how they are guarded against an assault in the real world. They think they have stopped us, but they have not. They have simply confirmed my opinion that our future prosperity is only guaranteed by their eradication, root and branch. I shall grub up their vines, burn their storehouses and sow their fields with salt. Once gone they will stay gone for ever. Their last thought will be an agonised regret that they attempted to thwart the House of Templebane.”
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FIRST PART


THE BLOODY BOY





CHAPTER 1


THE FIRST STEP



Sara Falk had passed through the mirror in one decisive step. Behind her, she left the basement of the familiar Safe House and the support of people who had known her all her life, the tight-knit band of guardians and friends who would have died to protect her, just as much as she would have risked everything for them.


It was thus a hard first step to take away from them, but she took it boldly and decisively, and she did not go precisely alone, nor without means of self-preservation: she was armed to the teeth, carrying a bright candle in one hand and the Raven on her shoulder. She looked herself up and down in the reflection, taking a brief inventory: slender but stout top-boots visible beneath an oiled silk overskirt that emerged from a black riding jacket buttoned tight around her lean body, her hands bunched inside equally black gloves on top of which gleamed two gold rings. The difference she noticed about her appearance, apart from the unaccustomed weaponry, was that she had taken to wearing her rings on the left hand, her recent travails having involved losing the other one and the rings with it – leading her to nearly expire – until it had been miraculously returned and even more miraculously re-attached. Above all that was her face, taut with exhaustion but still, as ever, decades too young for the prematurely white hair pulled tight into a thick white plait which curled round her neck and hung over her right collarbone. The eyes that looked back at her from the mirror were the grey-green of a midwinter sea and, she was pleased to note, steady and determined, despite the tug of exhaustion and the drumming of her heart beneath the tight coat buttons.


“Right,” she said so quietly that only the Raven heard. “Let us go.”


And she took a firm pace forward into the mirror. She passed through the surface of the glass with less resistance than popping a soap bubble, and then she stopped dead.


She lifted the candle. It seemed to flare brighter as she did so. She stared ahead into the uniform corridor created by the endless reflections of the mirror stretching away to a vanishing point lost in the darkness beyond the throw of the candlelight. When she turned round she did not see the back of the mirror she had just walked through, but an identical tunnel of mirrors now stretching away in the opposite direction until it too became lost in the gloom beyond the light. When she looked down, she saw the mirrored ceiling reflected all the way up into eventual darkness, and when she looked to one side, the same endless multiplication of reflections stretched to right and left.


“So,” she said, “a maze it is.”


The Raven clacked its beak in her ear.


“I know,” she replied. “We shall have to mark the starting point if we are to have any hope of returning. I shall—”


The Raven hopped to the ground and shuddered briefly. Then it lofted back on to her shoulder. Where it had stood was an impressive splatter of bird’s mess.


“…I’m sure that will do nicely,” said Sara. “Or if not quite nicely, adequately.”






CHAPTER 2


THE BLOODY BOY



Amos Templebane (mute by birth and Templebane by adoption) had blood on his hands. Figurative blood, since the man he had killed was weeks in the past, and possibly even justifiable blood since the tinker in question had been about to cut Amos’s throat the instant before Amos had backhanded him with the man’s own frying pan, knocking him into the turbid canal in which he had drowned. Amos had walked and thought himself across many leagues of English countryside since that desperate night and in the course of that journey had both come to terms with the slaying, and made a vow that he would never, ever take another life. But arguably unimpeachable though his actions may have been, and admirable though his subsequent resolution was, the fact is that Amos had certainly killed a man.


The cold, detailed murderousness radiating from the mind of the grey-haired woman he had freed from the Eel House as she strode ahead of him across the water meadow was a different order of thing: it was as disconcerting as the discovery that she could read his thoughts just as well as he himself could hear what went on in other people’s heads. Until she had spoken to him in his mind as he passed the little brick building in the dark and persuaded him to unlock it and release her, he had until now thought his ability was unique.


Where are you going? he thought.


She answered him in a voice hoarse and reedy from long disuse.


“To the poorhouse. To the Warden’s bedroom.”


The poorhouse. The words reminded him of his own early years in a similar institution in London. The memories were far from happy ones.


What will you do?


“Take what is mine,” she said.


He had no memory of possessions in his own poorhouse. His memories were of being smaller than everyone else, and having nothing except fear and discomfort.


What is that?


“Revenge,” she said. “For a start, revenge.”


Why must you do violence?


She stopped and looked at him, her face implacable in the silvered moonlight.


“Because I must, Bloody Boy, because I must.”


Why do you call me that? I am not bloody, and I am a man.


“You cannot yet be more than eighteen years old, and you already reek of blood. It was the first thing I noticed about you: even before my eyes saw you, my nose found you.”


Her smile was fragile and terrible.


“Death walks with you, before and behind,” she said. “Life taken and life to be taken. It’s on you like a stench.”


I will not take life.


She snorted and turned away.


“Your will does not enter into it, Bloody Boy,” she said. “Not when fate has other plans.”


He wished he had not given her a knife.


As he followed her towards the squat barrack of the poorhouse, he could see her head was full of blood as she planned her actions: she would stop by a water butt and reach down into the inky depths to retrieve a piece of oval glass, a mirror that she had previously hidden there. And then she would enter the back door of the Warden’s dwelling and slip through the kitchen and ascend the backstairs, keeping to the left-hand side of the treads close to the wall so that they would not creak and give her approach away. She would ease open the bedroom door and cross the floor in two or three fast steps to stand beside the large double bed and its hopefully still snoring occupants, M’Gregor the Warden and his wife. And then—


Why kill him?


“Stop looking at my thoughts,” she said without slowing.


What has she done?


“She is worse than him,” she said. “You will help me.”


There was something in her manner, in her single-mindedness, that was not quite human. It was feral, focused and unthinking. It was as if she had been imagining this revenge for so long that it was now more instinct than plan.


Wait, he thought.


“I have been waiting for long enough,” she said. “I have been waiting for longer than you have been alive.”


She slipped through the hedge and into the small yard at the back of the poorhouse.


What is this place?


“I told you. A vale of tears. It is the Andover Workhouse. It is my prison.”


Just as he had seen her imagine it, she retrieved the looking-glass from the bottom of the water butt, leaning right down into it so that her arm was wet to the shoulder and her hair stuck to her face in wet snakes. She shook the water off and slid it into the pocket of her shift.


Why do you need a mirror?


He was beginning to realise she was mad.


“Wait and see,” she said, and turned to the back door.


She worried the lock with the thin blade of the knife in an intent, nimble-fingered way that told him she had done this before. There was a snicking noise and she eased the door open, revealing the shadowy passage within.


Wait.


She turned to look at him.


You don’t have to do this. You could just leave. By dawn you can be miles from here.


“You have no idea what I have to do,” she said. “You must help me.”


He took her arm.


She looked at the knife in her other hand. She looked pointedly back at his fingers gripping her arm.


“It would be foolish and dangerous to stop me,” she whispered, “and quite against your own interests.”


My interests don’t need the slaughter of innocents in their bed.


The thought jumped from him before he could cloak it. And before he could stop her she had the knife at his throat. She stared into his eyes. He felt assaulted by the intensity of her scrutiny as much as by the prick of the blade. She appeared to be devouring everything about him, scanning his face, smelling him, feral again, sensing his warmth, his strength, his vulnerabilities …


She pulled the knife back, her eyes still sharp. She pointed up the stairs with a jerk of her head.


“He rapes the boys in the foundling ward. Mostly the boys, the smaller the better. Sometimes it’s the girls. She knows and says nothing. She keeps the books and steals the money the parish puts aside for food and medicine. People die of hunger here, while that milk-fat bitch sleeps on a chest full of money. More than that, she steals from the inmates if they’re unlucky enough to arrive with anything of value: kerchiefs, boots, whatever – she takes them and sells them. She took my things.”


She had not blinked as she listed the crimes of the M’Gregors. He did his best not to break eye contact and stared right back at her.


“He does what he does because he has disgusting urges he has not the strength or character to resist. She looks the other way just because she likes money. She is worse. She knows and she is a woman, and a woman should be a mother; even if she has no blood-kin, she should be a mother to poor children without their own parents…”


She blinked. And now she was shaking with anger. He could feel it coming off her like a hot vibration in the air between them.


“A mother should protect,” she said. “A mother should fight. A mother should punish those who harm.”


But slaughtering them in their beds? This is mad.


She grinned at him, showing her teeth but no hint of mirth.


“Oh, I know. I went mad a long time ago. They saw to that.”


Then—


“Then nothing. They could lock me up and take away the things whose lack made me run mad with grief and worse, but they could not control what I did with that madness. They could not stop me making the madness my own weapon. And now they will meet the edge of that weapon. Now they will pay.”


Don’t kill them.


For some reason, a reason he could not yet fathom, it was important that she did not kill the people sleeping upstairs. Maybe it was because, whatever she said about herself being the weapon, the edge that the victims would actually meet was the one on the blade he had handed her earlier. Or maybe it was because he had not really bothered to think enough about the dead tinker, and perhaps the weight of that untallied death, pushed to one side as he had walked away from it, was now suddenly crushing down on him.


He shook his head emphatically.


Don’t kill them.


“I do not forgive.”


Don’t kill them.


“They must be punished. I have told you why…”


Yes. But you lied.


She froze. Just for an instant, but long enough for him to pull the knife from his own belt and get it between them. Her lip curled back in a silent snarl, and then, as she controlled herself, dropped back over her exposed teeth in what was – given the circumstances – a reasonable facsimile of a genuine smile.


He does not rape boys. Or girls. Does he?


She said nothing.


She does steal. You did not lie about that.


Her head cocked infinitesimally. It might have been a nod of acknowledgement.


You told the truth about her. But you lied about him.


Again her head twitched.


You looked into my head. You thought you saw my memories. You thought you knew my past. So you tried to make me think he was a monster from my childhood. You tried to make me an accomplice to murder by lying to me.


“Yes,” she said. “Stupid of me. I have been silent so long, alone for such a span of years that I had quite forgot myself…”


She dropped the knife to her side again and rubbed her hand across her face as if trying to wake properly.


“I have spent so many years without talking, just sitting and thinking and listening to snatches of other people’s thoughts that I did not remember that others gifted or cursed like I – as you are – could read my own thoughts quite as easily. It was half-witted of me.”


It sounded oddly like an apology. She shook herself and turned to the stairs.


Don’t kill them.


“It is not that easy,” she said, looking up at the ceiling and hissing quietly as she spoke. “You cannot leave evil unpunished.”


For one as youthful as he was, Amos knew a lot about evil, and a lot about fear. Raised in a London workhouse as an orphan, singled out by the dark colour of his skin, he had been an obvious target for the bullies. He knew well what it was to get through days avoiding blows and ridicule only to find the nights were worse as all manner of indignities and viciousness were cloaked in the meagre blanket of the dark. Adopted by the Templebanes and moved to the comparative comfort of their counting house on Bishopsgate, his lot had in fact worsened. The indifferent, institutionalised viciousness of the workhouse had been general. The cruelty of his new position as youngest of an artificially assembled barracks of adopted brothers, all encouraged to vie against each other in an atmosphere of competition and betrayal, was specific, personal and focused directly on him. He was young but the imposition of terror and the anticipation of worse was a subject he was already a master at. He had been beaten regularly enough to know exactly how and where to apply the blows to another.


Punish them by not killing them. Punish them by making them live in fear and captivity.


She snorted.


“You suggest I go to the Justices of the Peace? You think they are not all hugger-mugger with each other? You think they will believe a madwoman and imprison them?”


No.


“Well then,” she said, and turned towards the stairs, the blade held low at her side, flashing dully in the last beam of moonlight that penetrated the dark maw of the house.


I think you can imprison them in their own minds. Kill them and their suffering stops. Lock them in fear inside their own skulls and they will suffer as you have suffered.


“And how would I do that?” she spat.


And so he told her. And as he told her she smiled.


“I can do better than that,” she said. “I can do something even more incomprehensible to them, something they will think is so impossible that it will make them think they are run madder than I…”


What?


“You’ll see it too. Come.”






CHAPTER 3


A NEW BEGINNING



Cook’s kitchen was heart and hearth of the Safe House on Wellclose Square. Almost an entire wall was taken up by the sprawling brass-bound behemoth of the Dreadnought Patent Range, a vast cast-iron oven at the centre of which was a grate containing a well-riddled pile of coals burning red-hot. The gas globes had not been lit, though outside it was long past dark, so the fire-glow and a single candle at the centre of the great pine table were the only illumination. A lifetime of repeated scrubbing had whitened the deal tabletop so that it reflected the candlelight up onto the three faces gathered around it.


Lucy Harker and Charlie Pyefinch, the newest recruits to The Oversight, had been shown beds upstairs, where it was hoped they were restoring their energies and resting their minds after their journey to London and the consequent drama of the events that had greeted them on arrival. They were absent not merely because they were tired and bewildered: they were too new to be part of the conversation between the three remaining members of the Last Hand.


The Smith sat with his fingers clasped round a tall pint mug full of spiced hot chocolate. His eyes were fixed on Cook and Hodge. Lit from below, his iron-hard eyes staring out from beneath a thunderous brow through the steam rising from the mug, he looked both still and catastrophically dangerous, as if he might start hurling lightning bolts at the slightest provocation.


Cook had discarded her normal mob-cap for the moment and replaced it with a green spotted kerchief that she wore sailor-style, knotted at the back to keep her hair out of her way. This, coupled with the old scar that ran down her cheek, made her look more than usually like a pirate than a practitioner of the culinary arts. Despite this precaution, a rogue strand of grey-blonde had escaped the bandana, and she kept having to blow it out of her eye as she worked steadily on the third member of the trio.


Hodge looked neither dangerous nor piratical. He looked ruined. His face was speckled with black powder-burns, some of which would now remain with him for life. He had thrown himself in front of a gun to save his colleagues, and though the ball had not hit him as he deflected the barrel, the powder flash had burnt and tattooed his face and, worse than that, blinded him.


He sat patiently as Cook very gently bathed his wounds with soft cloths and a warm decoction of her own devising, held in an earthenware bowl on the table in front of him.


His terrier, Jed, sat on his lap and allowed himself to be stroked, something the normally self-sufficient dog would not abide for more than a moment, preferring a short scratch behind the ears or, if the day’s work was done, a longer and in-depth scratch of his chest and stomach, ideally taken on his back in front of a fire as his right leg jigged automatically in answering pleasure. It was the dog’s only real indulgence, but in this case he knew that Hodge, his friend and defender, was in trouble. And so the terrier allowed this petting, aware that the ruined man was making himself calm by feeling the life and the familiar rough texture of the broken fur beneath his hands. Hodge avoided disturbing the salve on the wound Jed himself had taken on his right flank, having insisted that Cook deal with the dog first. In his own way the Terrier Man had as nice a sense of priorities as his dog.


“Hold steady,” said Cook severely as she thumbed back Hodge’s right eyelid. She looked into the milky, bloodshot orb it revealed. The Smith cocked his head at her. She shook hers back at him.


“You can talk, you know,” said Hodge. “I may be blind but Jed can see you pantomiming away at each other quite clearly.”


And it was true. His gift was to run his mind alongside and within his animals, and though his own eyes were now – literally – shot, Jed’s were sharp enough for the both of them, and Hodge saw what he saw.


Cook turned his face and repeated her examination of the other eye.


“You’re right,” she said. “You’ll not see anything out of the left eye again. This eye … I don’t know.”


“I do,” said Hodge. “I can’t see a damned thing out of it.”


“Maybe not now,” said Cook. “But it’s not as badly damaged as the other. It might come back a bit if you’re lucky.”


“Do I look lucky?” said Hodge, turning the wreckage of his face towards her.


“Yes,” growled The Smith. “You look like a man who avoided having his head blown apart by a pistol ball by the narrowest of inches. You look like a man blinded, but who has access to other sets of eyes. You look like a man with work in front of him and friends to support him in doing it. But you sound like a man who’s sorry for himself.”


Cook looked at him sharply.


“He doesn’t have time for self-pity. None of us do,” said The Smith. “We have, as I see it, only three things in our favour at what is, by anything I can recall, the lowest ebb of this Free Company’s fortunes.”


He pointed at the plain candle at the table’s centre, its base standing in an innocent-looking wreath of twigs which a perceptive eye might notice was of five different trees.


“We have the Wildfire, which is both a strength and a responsibility.”


He held up a second finger.


“We have the Warrandice, and that is more than a strength – it is a lifesaver, for without the Iron Law that it imposes on the Sluagh and others like them, we should be overwhelmed. Our blades would not have the power against them that we enjoy, and we would be hard put to keep them in check…”


“We would be swamped,” said Hodge.


“We have other powers against them,” protested Cook. “And many other enemies than the Sluagh.”


“No enemies as numerous or as well organised,” said The Smith. “And no powers as simple and immediate as their antipathy to Cold Iron. Without it and the repellent power of running water, this city would be a hunting ground for them.”


“Have I mentioned before that in my estimate you have always overstressed the Sluagh?” said Cook.


“You have,” said The Smith, bridling. “And repetition does not make your observation any truer. I have known them longer than you. I have seen where they draw their foul strength. I have seen—”


“You said three,” said Hodge, cutting in with the decisive air of a man stamping on a fuse before it reached the powder keg.


“What?” said The Smith after a moment’s silence.


“You said we have three things in our favour. I’d like to hear what the last one is. I could do with some good news, all things considered,” said Hodge. He had stopped scratching the ears of the dog in his lap. Jed nudged him with his nose, and he began again.


“Go on then,” said Cook. “Don’t mind me. What else do we have going for us?”


“By the skin of our teeth we still have a full Hand,” said The Smith. “Though in truth while we notionally have five last members of The Oversight, two of this Hand are unproven and one of them is also—”


“Is what?” said Cook.


“Lucy Harker is an unknown quantity,” said The Smith. “She is an unknown quantity and our enemies are thwarted but not departed. Whatever happened on the Thames is not an end of anything but the start of what will be a long and dangerous passage in our history. And because of that, we do not have the luxury of self-pity.”


“He’s right,” said Hodge.


“He may be right but you hold still. I’m going to make a poultice and then you’re going to wear it beneath a bandage,” said Cook. “And then you will rest.”


“That I will not argue with,” said the Terrier Man. “I feel like following Jed’s habit after a fight, just curling up by the fire and going into myself for a while.”


“That dog’s got sense,” said Cook.


The Smith took a swig of hot chocolate and grimaced.


“What is that?” he said.


“Chilli and brandy,” said Cook. “And some blackstrap molasses.”


He took another sip, smaller this time.


“What’s wrong?” said Cook in a tone that contained the faintest warning edge, as if her professional credentials were being questioned.


“Nothing,” said The Smith carefully. “It was just a little … unexpected. Rather jolts, as it were.”


“Thought we all needed a little gingering up after the day’s events,” she said. “Get the wretched river damp out of our bones.”


“Well, it’s certainly a … striking combination,” he said, and took another swig. “No. I think it’s growing on me.”


“Good,” she said, with the air of someone carefully resheathing a half-drawn sword. “I’m sure I’m very glad that it meets your approval.”


She turned to the range and removed a pot from the simmering oven.


“We’ll let this cool,” she said as she spooned a thick, green porridge-like substance onto a square of muslin. “And then we’ll bandage you.”


Hodge wrinkled his nose.


“Smells like a pond.”


“Eyebright, mallow, willow bark, wild garlic and some of my Chinese root and what-nots,” she said.


“It’s the what-nots that worry me,” said Hodge. “I’ve seen your medicine box. What some of the dried stuff in there is, no normal person would want to know.”


“Lucky you’re not a normal person then, isn’t it?” said Cook.


“Don’t know where you acquired such a chest full of foreign noxiousness,” he grumbled.


“Effective, practical noxiousness,” she corrected. “The Chinese know more about medicine than most of our jumped-up barber-surgeons do, Royal Society or no Royal Society. I took it from the bowels of a pirate junk that made the mistake of trying to board us in the mouth of the Yalu River. I thought it would be useful, and so it has proved. All the river pirates were very healthy.”


“Were they?” said The Smith.


“Undoubtedly,” she said, her eyes drifting happily upwards to the ceiling to where a notched cutlass hung next to an equally battered colander. “They fought with commendable vigour, and I later had the opportunity of examining their bodies before we burnt their junk. Strong as oxen, to a man.”


“And you learned how to use the foul contents of the chest how?” said Hodge.


“Instinct,” she said airily. “It’s like cooking. Only a blockhead or one of these new-fangled male ‘chefs’ need a recipe: a true cook uses instinct and a feel for ingredients and suitable combinations.”


“So you’ve been healing us all these years by randomly applying these strange barks and dried animal parts according to mere whim?” said Hodge, drawing away from the smell of the cooling poultice in front of him.


“Whim, and the year of training I received from the very useful young pirate girl we spared and took with us,” she said. “She was a lovely thing and once she had stopped trying to kill us in our sleep she became a good friend. She had the way of these herbs and I taught her English in return. Jumped ship in Macau in the end and we never saw her again, more’s the pity.”


She ran her hand unconsciously over the small lacquered chest on the table beside her.


“I wish she was here now.”


“Always fascinating to add another glimpse of your colourful past to the mosaic,” said The Smith, “but now is not the time for romantic reminiscences.”


“Nothing to do with romance,” said Cook. “She was one of us. Had Sharp’s speed and ability with the eyes. If she was here now we’d have another member of The Oversight.”


He grunted and watched as she gently pushed the soft wodge of muslin and poultice into place, carefully making sure it filled the indentation of Hodge’s eye socket before beginning to secure it with a bandage wrapped tightly round his head.


“Your plan?” said Hodge. “You always have a plan.”


The Smith nodded. Then remembered his friend’s blindness.


“Yes,” he said. “The boy Pyefinch knows the city, and more than that his family is known to us. He will be useful and he can be trained quickly. I have few reservations about the boy.”


“But the girl?” said Cook.


“Yes,” said Hodge, cocking his head at The Smith, who grimaced before carefully continuing.


“But the girl is an unknown quantity who has at the very least been worked on to act against us.”


“She made amends—” said Cook.


“She was brought here pretending to be French, pretending to be mute, pretending to be a prisoner. Sara Falk gave her sanctuary which she repaid by sneaking through the house at night and attempting to steal from us, a crime she had clearly been placed here with the express intention of committing. In the course of our discovery of her treachery she escaped through a mirror, breaking the connection so sharply that Sara’s hand, reaching into the mirror to save her, was sheared clean off, and with it the rings that allow her to control her gift.”


Here Cook attempted to interrupt, perhaps to say that she knew all this, but The Smith, now he had started, seemed determined to list the girl’s crimes in full. “Without her rings, Sara wasted away, and we lost Sharp to the mirrors as he endeavoured to retrieve them. So, though the girl Harker is a largely unknown quantity, the one thing we know for certain is that she has acted against us and weakened us, whether by her own will or another’s. And—”


“And we know she made amends by bringing Sara’s hand back,” Cook said.


“And then apparently made amends by bringing Sara’s hand back,” agreed The Smith.


“You don’t trust her,” said Hodge.


“I am going to take her to live with me on the Isle of Dogs. I do not think she should sleep in the Safe House again until she is … trained.”


“You’re going to test her,” said Cook.


“I am going to train her. And yes, I am going to test her.”


“And then?” said Hodge.


“And then we are going to take this fight to our enemies before they can come back to us. We will find out who they are. We will find out what they want. We will find out how they are connected. And then…”


“We will destroy them,” said Cook, tying the bandage off. “That is your plan?”


“You have a better one?”


“No,” she admitted. “But if the Disaster teaches us anything it is that we are better at protection than destruction. We are guards, not soldiers.”


“Then perhaps I have phrased it badly, old friend,” he said. “Think of this as a medical procedure. The healthy body that we are sworn to protect is assailed by a virulent and malicious canker that has whittled us down to a shadow of our former strength. I am not advocating a war. I am preparing a calm and determined excision of an invasive and potentially fatal tumour.”


She looked down the corridor towards the hidden door behind which lay the Murano Cabinet that had swallowed up both Mr Sharp and Sara Falk.


“But our sharpest blades are both gone into the mirrors,” she said.


The Smith followed her gaze.


“I am The Smith,” he said. “I would not be much of one if I couldn’t fashion new weapons.”


“The girl?” she said again. “But the girl—”


“But the girl is not the only option,” he said. “I have a sense something is changing.”






CHAPTER 4


A DOUBLE JEOPARDY: SECOND PART



Further west, in the crooked house on Chandos Place, Francis Blackdyke, Viscount Mountfellon, was on the verge of falling out with his co-conspirator and guest, the aged Frenchman known as The Citizen. Mountfellon was still irked by the balking of his plans and the near-drowning he had suffered as he and Templebane sought to bring about the demise of the meddling society known as The Oversight on the cold waters of Blackwater Reach. The Citizen was irritatingly unmoved by the inconveniences thus visited on the noble Lord, and was much more concerned with the death of the Green Man upon whom he had been experimenting on in the soundproofed basement of the house. The Green Man, a supranatural variant who was – like many supranatural creatures – hypersensitive and violently allergic to iron, had been subjected to a long and painful process whereby The Citizen tried to overcome his mortal antipathy by giving transfusions of blood into which were mixed solutions of green vitriol, or iron sulphate.


Ultimately The Citizen’s enthusiasm for increasing the concentration of the solutions had been stronger than the Green Man’s constitution, and though he had shown a small but promising initial desensitisation to iron, after weeks of rising doses his heart had simply burst.


The Citizen had just confirmed this through a precise dissection of the cadaver and was standing over it in a leather apron, his arms bloodied to the elbows as he conversed with the nobleman whose hospitality he relied upon.


“I merely said that although they had won a round, we would undoubtedly win the bout,” said Mountfellon. “And the trophies that go with it.”


He had brought a decanter of brandy and two glasses. He poured drinks for them both and slid one towards The Citizen as he drank his own down in two fast gulps. He looked at the eviscerated corpse of the Green Man lying on the slab between them with a dispassionate interest.


“Everything is a game to you British,” said The Citizen, reaching for a towel. “It is an infantile obsession.”


“Infantile, sir?” said Mountfellon, bridling.


The Citizen waved a hand airily as if no insult were intended.


“I speak as one who was once similarly illusioned, Milord. When I was younger, in my prime, full of the follies of youth, mistaking my strength and vigour for actual experience, I relished having strong enemies against which to test my own merit. Very much like your British compulsion, it was, I suppose, a kind of sensibility that I had picked up from the ancien régime under whose yoke I had been educated. That I broke that very regime and extirpated it, root and branch, does not hide the ironic fact that I was formed by the thing we revolted so successfully against…”


“And yet there is a king again in France, so your extirpation can only be seen as partial,” said Mountfellon sourly.


The Citizen turned his head to look at him in slow surprise.


“You are very out of sorts, Milord, to be contradicting me so bluntly.”


Mountfellon waved a hand in what was perhaps an unconscious mimicry of his earlier airy dismissal, and reached for the decanter.


“I was nearly shot to blazes and then drowned. But please continue…”


The Citizen stared at him without blinking, his parchment-white face unnaturally still and unreadable. Then he exhaled, as if having decided not to spring across the table and attack Mountfellon directly, and took a sip from the other glass.


“I was only going to observe that once upon a time I liked to test my strength against a strong enemy. It was conceited and it was a kind of faux chivalric urge that made me think so. What I NOW think is that I prefer my enemies bled white and powerless. I have no energy or interest in the struggle or the game. I only wish to exterminate and destroy. They are not adversaries; they are mere obstacles, and I now know, from my studies, that power is the only thing that matters at all. Chivalry, testing oneself, the very illusion of individual will: all a mirage that is obliterated by the bright cleansing light of pure power.”


“So you would bleed The Oversight?” scowled Mountfellon.


“They are bled already,” he said with a dismissive shrug. “That they were moving their precious artefacts from the Safe House by the river is a sign of desperation. And however much they mauled your hired bravos, they will have taken further hurt too. So we must now eradicate them for ever.”


Mountfellon carefully placed his glass back on the table.


“I do not wish to eradicate them before we have those artefacts or the contents of that damned Red Library in our hands, my dear Citizen. I will not countenance a wholesale destruction of that valuable storehouse of knowledge,” he said. “We have spoken of this.”


“Of course,” purred The Citizen. “Why? Do you think I do not remember every conversation we have ever had? Do you begin to mistrust me?”


“You have a bloodthirsty streak,” said Mountfellon. “It is the only thing I mistrust in you, if I might be blunt.”


“If you were truly being polite, Milord, you should perhaps have asked if you might be blunt before you were so,” said The Citizen, his lips twisting into a smile like a withered rose. “But I have no shame about it. There is something profoundly cleansing in the flow of blood. And there is power in it. As you yourself know from your experimental practice.”


“There is a difference between a lack of false sentiment about blood-letting consequent on valid experimentation, and an actual appetite for it,” said Mountfellon.


“Are we falling out, Milord?” said The Citizen, the smile beginning to curdle a little.


“Not at all,” said Mountfellon. “We are speaking frankly to one another as equals should. I do not want your enthusiasm to precipitate a bloodbath that would deprive us of treasures which a slower and more methodical assault might assure us of.”


“And yet only moments ago you were seething and saying they had nearly shot you to blazes!” said The Citizen.


“A loss of dignity and my life briefly in peril does not mean they can unman my mind,” said Mountfellon. “I am a Natural Philosopher and a Man of Science. That they cannot change. I will have their chattels and their knowledge, and then as much blood can flow as you like.”


He sank another brandy and pointed at the open chest cavity, and the flaps of green-tinged flesh that had been expertly flensed back like pages in a folio to expose the organs within.


“Now, sir, now that we are fast friends again, do pray tell me precisely how its heart burst.”






CHAPTER 5


THE NEXT STEP



Having taken her first pace through the mirror, Sara Falk did not take the subsequent step without careful thought. Instead, once the Raven had comprehensively marked the point of their ingress for future reference, she closed her eyes and stood there, trying to clear her mind and feel the atmosphere of the long corridor. The truth is that she had no detailed plan: all she knew she had to do was to find Mr Sharp. He had gone into the mirrors in order to find her hand because on it was the ring containing her heart-stone, the absence of which had been causing her to sicken and fade away. It had been an heroically doomed gesture, a measure born of desperation, since his chance of finding the hand was remote in the extreme. The hand had been returned to her by other means, and now she was honour-bound to follow him into the wilderness of mirrors and try and bring him home. And in truth it was more than honour that bound her to this, she knew: it was affection, a connection that had grown between them as they themselves had grown up together, an attachment that had increased and strengthened in intensity all the more for being unvoiced over the years, much as a banked-up fire will burn longer and hotter than one that quickly expends its energy in wild and demonstrative flames. She had known her quest for him was quite as quixotic as his for her, but that had not stopped her from embarking on it.


Indeed hers was more liable to failure since he had taken the Coburg Ivory into the mirrors with him, a device known as a “get-you-home”, to enable him to navigate the maze with some small chance of success. She had no such get-you-home beyond the signature of the Raven, so casually squittered across the glass at her feet. It was because her quest was so desperate that she had embarked on it so quickly, without giving herself time for second thoughts – the very thoughts that were now preventing her taking the second step.


“I can’t feel anything,” she said. “I thought I would perhaps … sense him. I thought I would.”


The Raven clattered its beak again. Sara looked at it, and raised an eyebrow.


“I remember many games,” she said. “Which one do you mean?”


The Raven did not answer. Instead it dropped daintily to the floor in front of her, neatly avoiding the mess, and pecked pointedly at her boots.


“Oh,” said Sara after a moment. “That game.”


Sara was a Glint. She wore gloves most of the time because when she touched things like walls and buildings she could draw the past out of them, like a recording she felt as strongly as if she was living it herself. The most traumatic events left the strongest signatures in stone, and because of that Glinting was not for the faint of heart. Indeed many who had the gift thought themselves mad or accursed until they learned to control it. As a young girl, Sara had been trained to it. She had mastered her ability until it became a gift and not the blight she had initially assumed. And one of the ways she had gained control over her glinting was in a game called “follow-my-leader”. She had played it with The Smith when she was no taller than his hip, and she had played it with Hodge when she was a little older, and the game would begin like this: she would take off her shoes and close her eyes. The other would then walk away into the backstreets around Wellclose Square, and lose themselves in the milling populace of the neighbourhood. Sara would wait for them to disappear, count to a hundred and then follow them. To begin with she just got lost, confused and footsore. Those early games ended with The Smith turning back and finding her. And then he told her what to do: he told her to keep her eyes closed and trust her feet.


The first time she did this it was terrifying. She had once tried to explain to Cook what it felt like, but it was almost impossible to put into coherent sentences, because it was a kind of synaesthesia, a sensation that she could only express in terms of an unrelated sense, like coloured hearing or a perfumed sound. It was like feeling a strain of music beneath her feet and then walking down it as it unravelled in a narrow ribbon through the warp and weft of the much larger fabric woven by all the other people on the street. Hodge had told her it must be very like what the dog Jed experienced when following a scent trail through the competing stinks of the city. Sara knew Sharp’s trace as if it was colour and smell and sound all together: it was the admixture, along with Cook’s, that she most closely associated with home; it was like a warm, held note on a cello, something solid that she could cleave to through the competing melodies of an orchestra playing a symphony all around it. Often, in the more crowded parts of London, it actually felt as if several different symphonies were being performed by rival orchestras trying to drown each other out, but as she played the game more and more she began to get the hang of it, and developed a kind of sensory concentration that enabled her to track her quarry through the tangled distractions, even with her eyes open.


In time she became very good at follow-my-leader, so good that she would quickly work out where The Smith or Hodge was headed, and conspire to arrive before they did by taking a shortcut. This trick was enabled by their habit of ending at a pie shop or a bakery in order to reward the young girl for hunting them, and with enough training she came to know their favourite purveyors of treats and eatables. Following with her feet was different to feeling the past with her hands. She had wondered if it was something to do with the thickness of skin on her soles, but on this neither The Smith nor Hodge could enlighten her.


“Always been like that,” said The Smith. “Most Glints can’t do it, and those that can feel with their feet don’t feel the same way with the rest of their body. It just happens that way.”


Sara had not played the game for a long time, not much at all since she had grown to womanhood: any time The Oversight had required tracking skills, Jed and Hodge had provided them. A grown woman walking barefoot through London’s questionable alleys drew attention to herself in a way a child would not.


“Well,” said Sara. “There’s no one watching us now.”


And with that she bent, put the candle on the ground and took off her boots. She added the knife she had carried in one hand to the knife in her belt, and then closed her eyes. The Raven watched her flex her feet. They were long and elegant, and she rippled her toes like a pianist stretching her fingers.


“This will take a moment,” she said. “Bear with me.”


The Raven shrugged and looked around. Sara’s face became calm as she steadied her breathing and reached out with her mind, trying to grasp what her feet were reading. The first thing she had to do was to steel herself against feeling ridiculous and unexpectedly vulnerable. She had chosen her clothes and boots and weapons with a view to feeling protected and ready for anything that might come her way, and now that she had taken her boots off and was barefoot on the cold glass floor, she felt both childlike and considerably less guarded than she had expected to. At some level she felt naked. She tried to banish the thought, but failed. And then remembering that the trick to not thinking about a thing was to think of something else, she concentrated on the unusually smooth surface beneath the soles of her feet, and that led to her noticing what overlaid the smoothness and then she smelled something like a coloured noise, something impossible and familiar, and before she realised that she was sorting out things beneath her feet, she had relaxed.


“Oh,” she said.


And a smile flicked up the corners of her mouth.


“This is going to be simpler than I thought.”


The Raven, attuned as it habitually was to things ordinary ravens did not bother themselves with, noted that her breathing was slowing down and her pulse was starting to ease off the trip-hammer rapidity it had been climbing towards. It noted she was feeling relief. It heard her stifle something that might even have been a stillborn chuckle.


Sara was, behind her closed eyes, exultant. The mirrors were not like an alley through the East End of London: they felt much more like forgotten corridors, disregarded parts of a great house down which very few people had ever ventured. The strands meshed beneath her feet were few and easily differentiated: if the musical analogy was held to, she was going to have to keep track of one instrument in a small group, a trio or a quartet perhaps, not a series of competing orchestras, and better than that she could sense Sharp’s strong, rounded note very clearly.


She opened her eyes and looked ahead. Although the passage through the repeated mirrors was only as visible as far as the light thrown by the candle she held, she now felt less fear of what lay ahead, because whatever it was, Mr Sharp was there too.


“This way,” she said.


And she reached out her foot and silently took the second step. And then the next. And though her eyes were open, they were unfocused in the way she had learned to master while playing the game as a child: she saw but did not look. She was, however, vaguely buoyed by the light she carried banishing the shadows ahead.


It was perhaps good for her morale that she did not notice how, as she moved forward with that cheering candle held high, the darkness closed in solidly behind her.






CHAPTER 6


THE IMPOSSIBLE THING



M’Gregor woke with a hand over his mouth and a knife at his throat. The Warden of the Andover Workhouse gurgled and bucked and then, as he felt the sharp bite of steel on his neck, he stilled.


A match flared and he saw a young man with dark skin looming over him, staring into his eyes. When his attacker was sure M’Gregor was not going to struggle any more, he jerked his head sideways and pointed with his chin.


M’Gregor was too dulled by sleep and the previous evening’s brandy, and too horrified by the rude manner of his wakening, to understand what he was being told.


“He wants you to look at me,” said a scratchy and unfamiliar woman’s voice. “He wants you to see what will happen to her if you cry out.”


He looked into the eyes above him. The young man nodded. M’Gregor looked towards the spot where his wife habitually snored away the long hours of the night.


She was lying very still, eyes bulged out in terror as she was pressed down into the feather bed by a madwoman. The Ghost of the Itch Ward, long labelled by him as one of the deeply resented Useless Mouths that he had to feed on account of her being too soft-witted to work at bone-grinding or stone-breaking, was straddling her with a knife resting point-first on her windpipe.


His wife’s eye strained sideways and found his. A tear leaked out of it and slid down the unfortunately porcine curve of her cheek.


The man took his hand away from his mouth. M’Gregor gasped and breathed in, trying to calm himself.


It was useless. His heart was beating nineteen to the dozen and there was a shamefully warm wetness leaking over his thigh and puddling around his buttocks.


“What do you want?” he grasped.


His assailant looked at the Ghost.


“I want what you took from me,” she croaked.


“I took nothing from you.”


“When I came, I had possessions. You took them.”


“That was years back—”


Amos prodded him gently with the knife.


“I don’t remember. Who can remember that long ago?”


He sounded desperate. Near tears. Not a man. A boy about to blubber helplessly under the pressure of the knife and her relentless gaze.


“I do,” she said. “I had a book. I had a chain around my neck. I had a pendant on a chain. And I had a ring.”


The wife had said nothing. Amos looked at her and caught a guilty flicker in her eyes. He reached out to her mind and felt a kind of reptilian movement in her thoughts, as if there were thick coils slowly slithering against each other in the depths as the mind tried to hide something from even itself. And then he caught what she was thinking, the thing she was trying to find a way not to admit out loud. She was wondering how to keep her money and her goods and deciding whether she would say anything if they started cutting her husband. Because he, Amos saw in her thoughts, did not know where she hid what she had stolen. And she was now deciding she trusted her future to the hidden loot more than she trusted the man whimpering beside her in a puddle of his own piss. She was not going to say where she kept it concealed. She had looked at the hand fate had dealt her and decided her husband would have to go on the forfeit pile.


She keeps what she has stolen in a small casket under the floorboard under the left front leg of the linen press.


The Ghost nodded.


“I heard.” She looked down at the woman pinned beneath her.


“If you tell me where you have hidden what you steal, I will spare your husband. If you do not, we will slit him from ear to ear. What do you want? Plunder or husband?”


“There is no plunder!” squealed M’Gregor. “Not here!”


The Ghost stared into the eyes of the woman.


“Please God!” M’Gregor choked. “Yes, there may be some mistake in the accounting! Perhaps there is a small overage in our bank account that should perhaps be in the account of the poorhouse itself, but I cannot give that to you now. I can get you gold tomorrow if you spare us or, if not gold, a draft—”


“I do not want a draft. Or gold. I want what is mine. I am not a thief. I am not like you. I am vengeance.”


She cocked her head at the woman beneath her. The small eyes had hardened.


“Love or money?” said the Ghost. “Which is it to be?”


“There is nothing,” said the woman. “If there was, do you not think I would tell you to save my husband’s life?”


There was a beat of silence.


“So. Not love then.” The Ghost shrugged.


“She’s telling the truth!” blubbered M’Gregor. “Can’t you see…?”


“No,” said the Ghost. “She’s lying.”


She nodded to Amos.


“Get it. I will keep her quiet. He is too unmanned now to do anything but she would scream for help if I took the blade from her throat, wouldn’t you, my piggy darling?”


Mrs M’Gregor’s eyes tried to say no, but they were distracted by Amos’s movements as he stepped off the bed and began to move the leg of the linen press across the bare floorboards. The sound of wood scraping on wood was punctuated by a gasp.


“How did—?” began Mrs M’Gregor, sounding more outraged than scared.


“I looked into the foul stew of your mind, piggy dear,” said the Ghost.


Amos pried the floorboard up and retrieved a small ironbound casket, about a foot in length by half that across. It was secured by a padlock.


“You bitch,” gasped M’Gregor in disbelief, staring at his wife. “You’d have let them cut my throat for what—?”


She looked away.


“Where is the key?” said the Ghost.


Mrs M’Gregor clamped her mouth shut. The Ghost laughed.


“You don’t understand, do you? We can read your thoughts. You will never be alone. You will never be unwatched. You will never be safe from us. EVER!”


Mrs M’Gregor flinched. But to do her credit, she had one last spark of rebellion left in her, perhaps all she had now that her venality was fully exposed, or perhaps it was merely a despairing clutch at the last straw of sanity being whirled beyond her reach by the storm of circumstance assailing her on every side.


“You cannot read my mind.”


“Of course not,” said the Ghost. “Why, if I could read your mind, then up would be down, the real would be artifice, the shadows peopled by concrete things and not mere insubstantial fears and you – you would be haunted by more than the spectre of vengeance for the rest of your days. And I would know where you hid the key…”


“But you don’t,” said Mrs M’Gregor.


“Of course not,” said the Ghost. “That would be impossible.”


She stabbed the knife viciously downwards.


Mrs M’Gregor grunted in terror. The knife ripped into the bolster beside her head. The Ghost angled the knife and ripped upwards, gutting it in a cloud of goose feathers. She reached in, found a sewn-in pocket and cut it open. She retrieved a small iron key and held it out to Amos.


Mrs M’Gregor’s eyes were wide and twitching. Where they had been sharp with resolution they now became oddly blunted and unmoored.


“Oh yes,” said the Ghost with a grim smile. “The ghoulies, the ghosties and the long-leggedy beasties and all the unhallowed things that go bump in the night? We’re real. And from us, nothing can deliver you!”


Mrs M’Gregor’s eyes rolled back, white as twin moons in the abundant folds of her eyelids.


“Fainted clean away,” said the Ghost, sounding disappointed, looking at M’Gregor who was now staring back at her from beneath a light sprinkling of goose-feathers. “Thought she had more in her, seeing as how she was willing to sacrifice you for a … for what?”


Amos brought the casket to her, holding the lid open.


She tipped it onto the bed. Three gold sovereigns, some silver, a lot of copper, some cheap jewellery, six wedding bands of dubious metal and some chains, equally dubious. It was not a king’s ransom.


M’Gregor choked at the sight, despite himself.


“You fucking whore-bitch!” he rasped at his wife.


“Why, Warden M’Gregor! You should thank us,” said the Ghost. “It is not many who know precisely how much they are valued by their loved ones…”


She was scrabbling through the mess, looking for something. Her voice became tighter.


“It’s not there.”


She slapped Mrs M’Gregor. Twice. Then again as her eyes came back down and into focus. She held the better-looking of all the chains in front of her face.


“The pendant?”


Mrs M’Gregor fishmouthed at her. Unable to speak. Amos caught the unvoiced thought.


It was just glass. Not an emerald. She had it tested at a jeweller in Salisbury. He gave her money for the gold band it was mounted in. It’s gone.


The Ghost slapped the woman again, in fury this time.


Don’t. It wasn’t a real jewel … 


“But it was MINE!” she shouted, drawing her knife hand back for a murderous slash across Mrs M’Gregor’s throat.


Amos grabbed her wrist, twisted it and caught the knife as it fell from her spasming fingers.


You agreed. No killing.


“I didn’t know they’d lost everything they stole!”


She only stole the chain. The book and the ring were taken by the man who left you here.
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