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              Let he who does not understand either be silent, or learn




              John Dee, Propaedeumata Aphoristica
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  ACT 1




  LONDON




  The Universe is like a lyre which has been tuned by the most excellent Maker, and the strings of this lyre are separate Species of the universal whole. If you knew how to

  touch these strings with skill and make them vibrate, you could bring forth astonishing harmonies. Man himself is entirely analogous to this Universal Lyre.




  John Dee, Propaedeumata Aphoristica




  





  1585: JACOBUS AND THE LIBRARY




  By the time the barge reached Mortlake he had a revolt on his hands. The ill-headed English fools were drunk when they climbed aboard at Deptford and were half-blind and

  half-mad by Putney. One of them had already gone over the side into the river. Presumably he was dead by now, floating downstream of Hammersmith. The rest of them were on the point of upending the

  ‘whoreson Dutchman’ – as they had taken to calling him – into the river to join him.




  ‘Good fellows, fall to ’t yarely,’ he begged in his adopted voice, the one he thought of as ‘English theatrical’. It was good enough for a Bankside theatre, in his

  view. Too good, perhaps, for these violent men had fallen to mocking it.




  ‘Fall to ’t thyself,’ said one of them, and some of the others giggled. ‘Thou art a droning flap-mouthed clot-pole.’




  ‘Did you hear that in a play?’ said another of them.




  ‘Go firk thyself,’ came the reply.




  ‘Do you not see it?’




  He pointed dramatically upstream. The shape of a house. It might have been the necromancer’s; it might have been some poor bloody widow’s; it might have been Hampton Court itself. He

  didn’t know. He didn’t much care by then.




  ‘We are arrived,’ he cried, praying it was true. He was by then giving serious consideration to diving off the barge and swimming back to the other boat, the one which had followed

  them upstream, the one only he knew about. This lot were too stupid and too drunk to be relied upon for the task to come. His scheme was as ridiculous as his dramatic facade.




  And yet the place seemed right. The tide was high up against the towpath, and the lighterman he’d paid to bring them here steered the barge alongside. Oars clattered into each other as the

  drunken Englishmen tried to stow them. They’d been clattering into each other all the way upriver.




  Now anxiety descended on his motley crew of ne’er-do-wells, the ale-stewed anger and defiance underworked by the outline of the house jagged in the moonlight, its roof steeply pointed into

  the sky, more assertive even than the church tower next to it. The place was directly alongside the towpath, and was encrusted with the silhouettes of chimneys and outhouses, with none of the

  organising principles of a noble riverside palace.




  He climbed out of the barge and onto the towpath. Not one of them followed him. He looked back and they were standing in the barge, a ragtaggle gang of frightened little boys.




  ‘How can we be certain he’s not inside?’ said one of them.




  ‘He’s not inside,’ he replied.




  ‘But how can we be certain?’




  ‘He’s in Poland.’




  Such was his intelligence, anyway. He had no wish to encounter a wizard this evening.




  ‘You go in first, Dutchman.’




  ‘Yes. Fall to ’t, yarely.’




  A snigger from one of them lifted the mood a little. He turned towards the house.




  A year in the making. A year of planning, scheming, travelling. He’d met some interesting men this past twelvemonth. Only some of them had been European.




  Now he was standing on John Dee’s land, beyond the towpath, and the house looked even more odd from here than it had from the river. It was completely silent. A strange smell hung in the

  air, a mixture of almonds and urine. In these outhouses, it was said, were Dee’s laboratories, where he boiled and burned the elements of the Earth with God-knew-what intent.




  He had to persuade the Englishmen to go into the house. Hell’s teeth, he had to persuade himself to go into the house. They were against it to a man, but he’d been careful

  not to pay them anything upfront. Their fee depended on their completing the job. He reminded them of this now. They looked up at the shadowy house of the wizard, and three of them left, right

  there and then, just climbed out of the boat and walked away from the river, towards the silhouette of the church tower, muttering about how this place was wrong, wrong, wrong, and they

  weren’t going to be possessed by the necromancer’s guardian demons just for a few shillings.




  He looked at the ones who remained.




  ‘More for you lot, then.’




  They looked at each other, and then they did as they were told.




  They smashed their way in, shoving the door off its hinges. They tramped into the large central hall, its ceiling high but not, thought Jacobus, as high as the roof he’d seen from outside.

  There were other rooms, in the eaves.




  He saw books. They were everywhere, stacked vertically and horizontally, in wooden shelves and cases, their spines to the wall. There was some rationale to the layout, and he almost laughed when

  he realised it. The books were arranged by size. Even to an unlettered man such as Jacobus Aakster, this seemed queer and unscholarly.




  The men didn’t know what they were about. This was deliberate on his part. He pointed randomly at shelves, and issued commands. Take the books out of the boxes. Put them on the floor.

  Take these books from the shelves. No, not those, these ones. And these. And these.




  They removed hundreds, perhaps thousands. Some of the volumes were chained, but most were not, and those on chains were simply pulled away from the wall. He cast his net wide, walking around the

  central hall pointing to whatever looked likely, ignoring theology and concentrating on natural philosophy and exploration, the stuff that might prove to be useful in the real world. Who knew?

  Perhaps Dee had discovered a north-eastern passage to Cathay, and it was hidden inside one of these books. That would be worth something, but it would be as nothing against the secret he was really

  here for.




  He slipped away and further into the house on his own, following staircases and corridors into smaller and smaller rooms. Somewhere inside here was Dee’s private room, his interna

  bibliotheca, where he communed with angels and kept his most precious books: Agrippa’s De occulta philosophica, the Mystica theologica of Dionysius the Areopagite, the

  manuscripts of Ramon Llull.




  He found it eventually, tucked away in the eaves of the steep roof. Its small window looked out onto the dark river, and its interior had been partly denuded. There was no sign of any demonic

  apparatus; Dee had, presumably, packed this up and taken it to Poland with him. But there were books and manuscripts, dozens more of them. Jacobus placed his candle on a pile of volumes and settled

  down to hunt, the noise of the men downstairs fading away as his concentration deepened onto the task at hand. The whole night – the whole year – came down to this moment. If he

  didn’t find it, the scheme of the merchants would fail. Not to mention his own still-secret adaptation of said scheme.




  But he found it. It wasn’t hidden. The merchant’s spies had suggested that Dee might not have known what he had in this particular manuscript, and it was indeed given no special

  status, nor was it locked away – though it was in this internal room, so Dee had presumably been trying to study it. It was bound in the scrappy pages of some other manuscript; some of the

  more hysterical sources Jacobus had consulted had said it was bound in human skin. He smiled at the workaday reality. It was slim in comparison to the hefty tomes that surrounded him in the little

  room. He flicked to the title page, and read it in the flickering candlelight. The strange swirling script he found inside was as he expected it. He checked a few more pages.




  The manuscript was there, and then it wasn’t, because it had a new home now, deep inside a hidden pocket of his coat. He stood, and went back downstairs. The work was almost done. The

  boxes of books they had taken from Dee’s library were carried out into the garden and down to the towpath, where they were loaded onto the barge.




  ‘Now, fellows – enjoy yourselves,’ he said, passing around their money and a few bottles of very, very strong wine he’d had ready and waiting. He went out into the

  garden, where the lighterman was preparing to sail the barge back downstream on the tide, out into the Estuary, where the Amsterdam merchants waited for him on their ship.




  ‘Change of plan,’ he said to the lighterman. He had dropped the English theatrical airs in favour of Dutch practical. ‘There’s more work to be done here. I’ll

  follow you in a few hours. Wait for me at Deptford.’




  The lighterman muttered but he was being paid to do as he was told. Jacobus untied the ropes, and the barge moved out into the stream. He watched it go before walking back along the towpath to

  find the second barge tied up. It had slipped a little upstream, out of sight.




  He climbed in, and Mina was there with her delicious lips and her wicked chuckle, to kiss him and fondle him and congratulate him.




  A vast whoop of male laughter accompanied a sudden sound of breaking glass as one of the windows of John Dee’s house burst outwards. Someone had thrown a chair through it from within.

  Books followed the chair into the garden, and someone lit a fire as the barge pulled away into the stream. In only minutes Dee’s house was flickering with the flames from the garden as a pile

  of books made their own inferno.




  ‘You have it, Jacobus?’ Mina said.




  ‘I have it, beloved,’ Jacobus replied.




  





  1815: CONSTABLE HORTON AT THE THEATRE




  Six months from that night, with the island falling away to starboard, Charles Horton would remember the Drury Lane Theatre, and he would mark it as the starting point. Enter

  the constable, stage left.




  He would recall the noisy crowd, the slow staccato of pips being spat at his shoulders from someone behind, the musky smell of the oil lamps and candles which hung precariously in the

  chandeliers.




  He would remember the astonishing quiet that descended as the delicious verses unwrapped themselves, the shrill mob surprised to find itself distracted. There was a wizard in the building, and

  he weaved a powerful spell of another’s devising.




  The wizard’s name was Edmund Kean, a young man of wide repute, his famous face tonight transformed through greasepaint enchantment into that of an ancient sage. The latest star of the

  Covent Garden stage, a study in controlled intensity, his robes flowing around him in richly coloured waves, as if possessed of their own character and desires.




  The part he played was of a second wizard, and so strong was the magic that this other wizard seemed to occupy the young bones and muscles and face of Kean; an older wizard, the Duke of Milan,

  full of his own mysterious motivation.




  

    

      

        

          Rather like a dream than a reassurance.


        


      


    


  




  Prospero’s words were not his own, and they were not Kean’s. The man whose spell this was seemed to hover in the air, the puller of the strings, the play’s very own Ariel.




  

    

      

        

          To have no screen between this part he played




          And him he played it for.


        


      


    


  




  It was Charles Horton’s first Shakespeare.




  He was mesmerised; in truth, he had been transported from the play’s opening, as a storm rang through the theatre, loud enough to wake the magistrates of Bow Street, sending the King of

  Naples into the depths. Outside, the whores of Drury Lane played their own parts in their own play, their audience of men clutching pennies, snatched-at by their lusts. But here inside, there was

  magic afoot, savage and potent and dangerous.




  From his position up in the gallery, high above the stage, Horton saw the crowd in the pit, all of them standing and watching in silence. All their petty hooliganisms had been forgotten. The

  Drury Lane mob was notorious, but tonight the mob was tamed. It watched Kean conjure his sea-sorrow and Ariel flame amazement, flying in on unseen mechanisms, at times invisible to every eyeball,

  at others heard only in the groans of the shipwrecked.






      

        

          Lie there, my art.


        


      






  Prospero removed his cloak from his shoulders and laid it down, emphasising its circular shape with his staff. When it settled flat upon the stage it was as round as a hole looking down through

  the earth and out to the other side. It was something alive, quivering with the stars and planets and comets which decorated it.




  From up where he sat, high in the gods, Horton looked down into the wizard’s black hole and imagined shapes moved within it, as if a portal to some other London had been opened, a London

  where the crackles of fairy magic were commonplace.




  Or perhaps that was this London, and another London where no stench of magic remained was looking curiously from within, back to this dreamland in which Horton now found himself.




  Music filled the vaulted air of the theatre, played on instruments hidden who-knew-where, and his wife Abigail’s hand squeezed in his, gripped as it had been gripped since the opening

  storm. Her fingers pulsed to the rhythm of the word-music.




  Masks were removed, identities were revealed, love was pledged. Horton felt the terrified awe of the boatswain, all clapped under hatches, his wrecked ship restored by unknown

  capacities. Towards Caliban he felt first horror, then disgust, then a deep and senseless pity.




  And Ariel – well, Ariel he thought he understood. An instrument of greater men, trapped by obligation and unseen chains of secret knowledge he was powerless to reveal.




  Yes, he thought he understood that pretty well.




  The play unwound itself from the magic to return to the every day. Even Prospero noticed the sea-change.




  

    

      

        

          Do not infest your mind with beating on




          The strangeness of this business.


        


      


    


  




  The strange business of the stage began to give way to London’s grubby, incessant masque. Horton could no longer ignore the fact that the Earl of – had failed to return to his box

  for the second part of the play, leaving the young woman who was most definitely not his wife to weep into her fan. He saw money changing hands between two men below him, and saw the handing over

  of an object wrapped in ticking. He could no longer ignore the woman next to him, who smelt like a wet dog and fervently whispered The Emperor! The Emperor! every few minutes. He would

  speak to her when the play ended. If she spoke of Bonaparte, he would have to haul her to Bow Street on a charge of sedition.




  And he saw the boy. He emerged at the end of the row of seats, a familiar face from Wapping. What was he doing here? Horton heard the mutterings and curses of his fellow audience members, a

  general mild disturbance that ended with the dog-smelling woman cursing, foully, and he felt a hand on his shoulder and warm desperate breath in his ear.




  ‘Mr Horton, you are wanted in Wapping.’




  Horton was angry beyond reckoning. But he saw it in the boy’s face, terror dancing in the light from the candles which must, surely, soon burn this theatre down again.




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘There’s been more killin’s on the Highway, sir! The Monster’s returned!’




  The words accompanied the expiry of The Tempest. Prospero’s magic portal closed up as Kean lifted his cloak from the stage for the last time. The theatre was once again a

  building, prone to fire, filled with the great and the grimy. Charles Horton was himself again, a River Police constable and a careful student of the mechanisms of murder.




  He looked at the boy, and wondered if he would ever escape himself.




  

    

      

        

          This thing of darkness I




          Acknowledge mine.


        


      


    


  




  The streets outside the theatre were frantic with carriages stuck horse-to-rear along Drury Lane, but it was only a short walk down to the river. A wherry would get them to

  Wapping quickly enough, and if what the boy had told them at the theatre was true, speed was essential. The boy himself had disappeared into London’s shadows, as boys of his type were wont to

  do.




  Rennie’s Strand Bridge, all grey granite columns and austere arches, obstructed the view of the river as Mr and Mrs Horton walked down the hill. They took a wherry from the stairs in front

  of Somerset House, two insignificant insects climbing aboard a leaf.




  ‘Can it be possible, Charles?’ Abigail said, as the waterman steered them downstream through the shouting vessels. ‘Has the same killer returned to the Highway?’




  ‘A coincidence, surely,’ he replied.




  ‘But such a terrible one.’




  They followed the current towards the old Bridge, shooting through its starlings like thousands before them, the wherry shuddering under the strain of the rushing river. Horton instructed the

  waterman to leave him at the Hermitage stairs, then to take Abigail further around the Wapping bend to the stairs just past Gun Dock. He fed coins into the waterman’s outstretched palm, the

  money which had been squirrelled away to buy the two of them some supper at a tavern to finish off their theatrical evening. But that evening had been dislocated by whatever had taken place up

  above the river, up on the Highway. Whatever magic there had been in Drury Lane had been replaced by something altogether darker and older.




  He climbed out and watched the wherry pull away into the stream, his eyes fixed on Abigail as she was taken by the unseen force of the river. He felt suddenly and deeply alone. A single actor in

  a Gothic drama. Not even an original production; a new version of an old story. Perhaps even a sequel.




  He turned and walked past the Brewhouse and then the western edge of the London Dock. Rennie’s stone, again, though this time arranged into walls behind which loomed the spars of

  ships.




  On the Highway there was some of the bustle and excitement they had encountered on Drury Lane. He saw a crowd straining to watch, clustered outside a single house. There were flickering lamps

  lining the crowded pavements, throwing uncertain light onto the shops and taverns and houses that gazed at each other with East End defiance.




  The house was number 37. It was not quite four years since the last slaughter on the Ratcliffe Highway. Indeed, the house at number 37 was so close to that other house, and so similar to it,

  that Horton had imagined that it was perhaps the very same house; that the frenzy which had slaughtered Timothy Marr, his wife, his shop boy and his tiny baby had returned to coat the same walls

  with new blood.




  This house was part of the same recent development, so it looked identical. The crowd outside looked the same, too: the same curious terror, the same sharp elbows, the same mutterings. The same

  hunger to get inside and feast on charnel views.




  Many of the neighbouring houses had been converted into shops, though these were shuttered. One of them made its business audible enough – from inside, he could hear the squawks and

  screeches of various animals. A menagerie, presumably, selling pets to lonely sailors on their return home, the creatures within stirred by the crowd outside.




  The front door to the little house was closed, guarded by two uniformed constables. Horton did not recognise either of them, and presumed they were from Shadwell. This suggested that he would

  not be welcome within. The Highway was, by custom, under the purview of the Shadwell magistrates. He was a constable of the River Police and had no immediate jurisdiction here. Such matters

  occupied lawyers and magistrates. They did not occupy Charles Horton overmuch. Besides, he had his own history here. His own reckoning to face.




  He had stood on this street more than three years ago, outside a similarly closed house with a crowd outside. Then, the country had known little of the Ratcliffe Highway, and what it had known

  it had tended not to like. When the horrors of Timothy Marr’s house had been revealed, the panic had washed all the way to Scotland. London had birthed a Monster.




  But hadn’t he killed that Monster?




  He had got into the Marr house from the back, he remembered, through a gap between the houses. And there it was, to his left this time – which meant Marr’s house, number 29, was just

  the other side of the dark passageway. He felt drawn to that place, which was still empty.




  He made his way through the little crowd. The small alley between the houses was unlit, as dark as a tomb, and the memory was so strong it almost carried its own smell.




  He turned right at the end of the passageway, and counted along the rear of three houses. There were already a good many men inside the house, it seemed. He could see their shapes and even hear

  their voices. Horton let himself in through the gate in the fence, walked across the scrubby little yard, and tried the door at the back of the house.




  It was open, and he stepped inside. He saw a body lying face down in the middle of the little kitchen within and a familiar and unwelcome face looking up to greet him.




  ‘Ah, Horton,’ said Edward Markland, magistrate of the Shadwell Public Office. ‘I was becoming concerned that you would not be joining us.’




  The kitchen’s dead occupant was lying face down on the floor. The position of the body suggested that no Shadwell constable had turned the body over, which meant there

  was some chance that Markland had instructed his constables not to disturb anything in the house. Horton gave silent praise to whichever malignant deity presided over this place.




  If he had ordered the body to remain undisturbed, it meant that Markland had anticipated Horton’s arrival, which in turn meant that the magistrate intended to let him investigate the

  crime. So had his own magistrate John Harriott already offered Horton’s help to Markland? He had done so before. It was never a pleasant prospect. Markland only cared about one thing in the

  world, and that was Edward Markland.




  Horton took in the kitchen, turning around to view every corner. There were no signs of struggle. The room was clean, its most impressive feature a very new-looking Bodley range in the chimney

  place. It looked expensive. The kitchen must have been recently used; there was a faint smell, as of almonds, hanging in the air.




  He turned to the body. The dead man lay face down on the floor, his arms to his side, as if he had been standing in the normal fashion and had then suddenly crashed forward onto his face.




  ‘I instructed my men to leave the place as it was found,’ said Markland, startling Horton, who had been lost in his thoughts for some moments. ‘But somebody is going to have to

  move these bodies soon.’




  ‘Bodies? There are others?’




  ‘There are two dead females in the front of the house. They await your inspection.’




  ‘My inspection?’




  ‘I have spoken to your magistrate, constable. You will work on this case with me.’




  ‘Very well.’




  ‘The bodies in the house. They are somewhat . . . disturbing.’




  Horton looked at Markland, properly, for the first time, and saw how pale the man was.




  He looks terrified.




  He turned back to look at the body in the kitchen, and stood for some moments longer, forcing his eyes to imprint the position of the body on his memory. Eventually, he turned the dead man over,

  and recoiled.




  The face had been smashed to pieces. The body had promised no such horrors in its face-down state, and the constable attending Markland muttered an obscenity under his breath.




  ‘Were any weapons found?’ Horton asked.




  ‘A maul,’ said Markland.




  ‘Where?’




  ‘Upstairs. In one of the bedchambers.’




  Did Markland attach any significance to that? Because Horton did.




  He stood and investigated the dresser in the kitchen. There were knives in there, but they were all clean and not particularly sharp. In fact, their state was in some contrast to the immaculate

  kitchen, their dull edges evidence of neglect. The woman of the house was not a cook, perhaps.




  He went back to the body, checked the pockets of the dark coat and the waistcoat. He tried to estimate the man’s age, despite the injuries to the face. He thought him to be in his middle

  forties, like Horton himself. The body was lean and the clothes well tended and relatively new. The hands were soft and white. Not a dock labourer or sailor or tradesman. Horton would guess at a

  city clerk, but a fairly well-paid one, if the clothes and the new kitchen range were any indication.




  ‘We have names for the dead?’




  ‘We do. This is Benjamin Johnson. He worked as a clerk for the East India Company. His wife’s name was Emma. The other female was his daughter. She is in the parlour with her

  mother.’




  Horton stood and looked down at the body on the clean kitchen floor. A City clerk, financially comfortable in his newish house on the Highway. Apart from the wrecked face, the man could be

  asleep, so untouched was his body and so clean his clothes. The spotless floor suggested to Horton that there would be a maid, though she did not presumably spend her nights in the house, which was

  somewhat unusual. There were probably other husbands in other houses in similar postures, drunk from a night in a riverside alehouse, sleeping it off on the kitchen floor. Except someone had

  smashed in the face of this one.




  He went to the external kitchen door. It showed no sign of being forced.




  ‘I will inspect the other bodies and the maul. Were other weapons found anywhere else in the house?’




  ‘No,’ said Markland. He looked at Horton as if he were looking at an annoying but productive animal, one that he might decide to beat. ‘Have you finished in here?’




  One more sweep with the eyes. One more deep glance at the body.




  ‘Yes. Your men may clear it.’




  Markland bowed, sarcastically. Horton ignored him, and walked through the kitchen into the hallway.




  There, three years before, he’d seen the body of Marr’s shop boy James Gowan, lying in the doorway to the shop at the front of the house, propping the door open. And there, under the

  stairs, had been the worst sight of all: an infant in its cot, asleep, with a terrible ribbon of blood and skin where its throat had been slashed open. Horton breathed in and looked through the

  door under the stairs, but saw only a cupboard containing some basic household implements: a brush, a shovel, two wooden buckets. A smell of damp. But no death.




  He heard Markland barking orders from behind him. ‘Stay out of his way,’ the magistrate said. ‘Let him sniff around in his infernal way. Come now, out of his way, man. Get this

  body moved. Yes, the table. We’ll keep them all back here until the coroner’s taken a look.’




  Dark half-seen figures of men moved around the house, the shadows of Shadwell constables, irritation flowing off them in waves towards the unwelcome interloper. He ignored them.




  He opened the door at the end of the hallway. A parlour, with a front door giving out onto the street. The animal noises from the shop next door were clearly audible. A tidy and well-cared-for

  place, with some touches of affluence. A nice-looking clock, figurines on the mantelpiece, and underneath the mantelpiece a woman, face down in the ashy grate. In a chair by the fire, another

  female, a girl of indiscriminate age, had lolled back, an awful red wound across her throat. Her face, like her father’s, had been smashed to pieces. Most awful of all was the smell that

  infested the room, a stench of burned flesh rising from the fireplace.




  Disturbing, Markland had said. Horton agreed. Theatrically disturbing.




  Other than the awful dead figures, there were no other signs of violence. Horton minded that, and looked at the room for several minutes in the same way he’d stared into the air of the

  kitchen, letting the shape of the scene settle onto his mind like a white sheet drifting down on a complicated chair. He checked the front door. Again, there was no sign of forced entry.




  The woman in the fireplace could not be avoided, though he would have very much liked to. The hair on the back of her head had been burned away, leaving only charred black scalp-skin, but the

  fire had not burned her clothes. The clothes themselves were fairly well appointed, as the husband’s had been. From above and behind, the woman seemed fat, a distinct contrast to the slim man

  lying dead in the kitchen, and the girlish figure of the daughter in the chair.




  Horton sighed, and pulled the woman’s feet, such that her head came out of the grate and fell onto the stone of the hearth. He pulled her a little further until she was lying face down on

  the parlour’s rug, and then he turned her over.




  The face was another awful thing, a starched and leathery mess of sinew, muscle and bone. One eye peered madly from within; the other had burned away. The woman’s teeth leered at him,

  delighted by some disgusting tale he had just related. His gorge rising, he stood to find Markland standing at the door, his eyes avoiding that awful ruined visage.




  ‘You may remove them,’ Horton said, stepping back into the hall and covering his mouth, still uncertain if he would avoid vomiting. He managed to contain himself, barely.




  It seemed like all the men in the house were now gathering in the kitchen, leaving the rest of the house to the curious investigator from Wapping. He turned and walked up the stairs.




  There were three doors off the landing, leading to three bedrooms. One must have belonged to the master and mistress of the house, and was undisturbed. Likewise the second, a smaller room with

  deft feminine touches – the sanctuary of the dead daughter. And in the third, a bleak reminder of past transactions.




  Markland had called this a bedchamber, but it had no bed in it, only a small bureau and a chair. The maul had been placed beneath the window, and the window looked out onto the space behind the

  house. He looked out there, remembering the stories of the murderers escaping from the Marr household in 1811. He’d found a maul like this in that house, in this equivalent room, leaning

  against a wall under a window.




  I’m back, he imagined the maul saying. Did you miss me?




  Horton tried to imagine the intelligence that had stood here before him. A Monster had indeed returned to the Ratcliffe Highway – but was he an original, or a facsimile?




  From the shop next door, something growled through the wall.




  





  1588: JACOBUS AND THE MERCHANTS




  It had started with a small group of Amsterdam merchants. If you were Dutch and not English, their names would have been as familiar to you as Raleigh and Drake and Hawkyns,

  but they weren’t as flashy as your English adventurers. These were careful fellows. Money was all they cared for, and they had as much daring as a newborn gosling. They’d come up with a

  daring scheme, nonetheless. They just needed someone to supply the sinew. And that was him.




  They’d grown rich buying pepper and suchlike from the Portuguese and reselling it in northern Europe. But Jacobus Aakster had never met a Dutch merchant who liked working with those

  stunted, greedy and unreliable Lisbon dogs, and these were no different. The Dutchmen wanted a direct route to the East. They wanted to cut the Portuguese out of the trade completely.




  So, being careful fellows, they sought knowledge of the Eastern spice trade. They paid for spies to be sent south, east, north and west, to gather intelligence on how the papists had been able

  to monopolise this trade, how their navigators had inched their way down and around the black African coast for the past 150 years. By the time they met Jacobus, the merchants were well on the way

  to establishing a Company with the Dutch monopoly on Eastern trade.




  But that wasn’t what they had wanted to talk to him about. That was the legitimate business. That was for the daylight, for formal sessions with councillors and officials. What they wanted

  from him was something altogether more illicit. As his own beloved Mina had put it, when he’d told her of their scheme: ‘You’re on your own, Jacobus. You’re no more than a

  speculative investment to those Amsterdam crocodiles.’




  This was the sum of the odd scheme: a story had reached the ears of these merchants. It related to an Englishman named John Dee, who had a house upriver from London where, it was said, he had

  assembled a great library of esoteric and arcane knowledge. John Dee was a man of many parts: he lectured on geometry and advised on navigation, but it was said he also talked to angels and took

  the shape of different animals. A sorcerer and a necromancer, was Dee, a player of secret games.




  Jacobus had never been in a library, but when a certain type of fellow with a certain kind of education said the word ‘library’ it was like another type of fellow with a very

  different kind of education saying ‘Spanish treasure ship’. The merchants had one of these scholarly fellows with them, a dusty old specimen who used words that didn’t seem to fit

  into sentences that never seemed to end.




  Dee’s library, this university fossil had said, was known to anyone in Europe who had an interest in the learning of the ancients and the new science. It was one of the largest in the

  civilised world, but it had been neglected in recent years, because Dee had become obsessed with talking to angels. This new tendency had turned the English court against John Dee, so he had taken

  his scrying to the Holy Roman Empire. His library was thus exposed and undefended.




  And in that library was a manuscript. A very particular manuscript, with a very particular purpose. The old scholar’s dull eyes had glittered with young hunger when he talked of this text,

  as if he’d have killed for it. The manuscript, if what was said of it was true, had the capacity to change everything. To make the merchants rich beyond the dreams of Croesus.




  ‘What’s in it?’ Jacobus had asked, in his simple direct way.




  ‘The great secret,’ the scholar said, unhelpfully. ‘The celestial light,’ he added, no more helpfully. The merchants’ eyes glittered in the candlelight. When they

  told Jacobus the great secret, his eyes glittered as well.




  These merchants had put their plan to him. The main event was still the conquest of the East, in mercantile terms, but this delicious nugget was an irresistible sideshow and merchants do not

  grow rich by ignoring opportunities, however obscure. Seize Dee’s library – a prize worthy of any group of ambitious men, worth riches in itself, droned the scholar – and at the

  same time seize this secret text.




  Well, all right, then. A job worthy of Jacobus Aakster’s skills. A lot of money changed hands over the following year – well, a lot to him, no doubt little more than a day’s

  household silver to these wealthy men. But it was more than enough to secure the services of an ugly mercenary named Jacobus Aakster, with an unexpectedly beautiful wife who had the morals of a

  snake (the wife, not him, though he was hardly an angel and John Dee would not have wished to commune with him). A fighter of other people’s wars, with as little money to afford property as

  to afford morality. Get the library, they told him while their scholar looked on, glassy-eyed, but don’t let on that you’ve got it. And make sure you get the

  manuscript. Steal the one, and they won’t know you’ve stolen the other.




  How to secretly steal a library? Well, that was the easy part. The secret was in the boxes of books which his drunken English helpmates had unloaded onto the towpath. The Englishmen had grumbled

  about those boxes, but the English grumbled all the time. They were only happy when they grumbled. But they did what they were told, and carried the boxes from the barge up to the sorcerer’s

  house. A thousand books, ransacked from dozens of Dutch printers and homes and sailed over to London before being transplanted onto a barge in a dark inlet near Deptford.




  They burned these worthless books, and removed the others from the library to the barge. But by that time, Jacobus Aakster had disappeared, with the thing the merchants wanted most of all in his

  coat and his beautiful young wife Mina Koeman alongside him.




  He disappeared for three years: three years during which time certain Dutch and Flemish scholars delightedly indulged themselves on Dee’s stolen library, which had been transplanted to

  Amsterdam. But for the merchants there was no such joy. Aakster had made off with the only volume they cared about. They were murderous in their fury.




  So they were surprised when, three years later, Jacobus came back to see them. He had a proposal for them. They didn’t like it very much.




  They met in the back of the same tavern they’d gathered in three years before. The scholar came along with them, older and dustier than ever, and the merchants placed a few mercenaries of

  their own at the door, to capture Jacobus or to punish him, it didn’t matter which.




  ‘You still have the manuscript?’ said one of the merchants.




  ‘In a manner of speaking,’ Jacobus replied, and the merchants looked at each other with some concern. ‘The physical text has been destroyed.’




  The temperature in the room, which wasn’t that high to begin with, fell even further.




  ‘We will kill you, then,’ said the merchant.




  ‘Ah, well, no. I wouldn’t do that. You see, I have put the text to memory. It still exists.’ Jacobus tapped the side of his head. ‘In here.’




  ‘Prove it,’ the merchant said.




  Jacobus began to speak.




  ‘Seeing there is a three-fold world, combining Elementary, Celestial, and Intellectual, and every Inferior is governed by its Superior, and receiveth the influences thereof, so that

  the very original, and chief Worker of all doth by Angels, the Heavens, Stars, Elements, Plants, Metals and Stones convey from himself the virtues of his Omnipotency upon us . . .’




  ‘Enough!’ said the scholar.




  ‘Is it the text?’ asked the merchant.




  ‘The translation is ugly, but yes – it could be the Opera.’ The scholar looked at Jacobus as if he were one of Dee’s angels. The merchant looked at him as if he

  wanted to kill him.




  ‘What is it that you require?’ asked the merchant.




  ‘A ship, and some men to build a fort,’ Jacobus replied. ‘Give me that, and I’ll make all of us rich.’




  





  CONSTABLE HORTON INVESTIGATES




  Despite his age, despite his recent illness, despite the case being Shadwell’s and not Wapping’s, despite all these dreary facts, it was in John Harriott’s

  rooms at the River Police Office that a meeting was convened the next morning. The man’s force of personality was still great enough to ignore the niceties of jurisdiction.




  Horton saw how irritating Edward Markland of Shadwell found this continuing reality: that John Harriott was in some unfathomable way still the senior magistrate in the area, the man to whom the

  press and the politicians and the populace turned at times of crisis. Harriott was old, but he was still the man who had tamed the Thames.




  Yet Markland behaved himself. He would continue to do so, Horton believed, because of another truth, a peculiarly sour one. Harriott was dying. Everyone knew this to be the case. His infirmity

  hung in the room like the stench of rotten cabbage in the street. Markland smelled it as well as anyone. All he needed to do was exploit Harriott’s most useful asset – his constable

  Charles Horton – and who knew what would happen at the old man’s demise?




  It was a warm May morning. Wapping had been awake for hours, and Charles Horton had barely slept. He was wearing the same clothes as the night before. He had returned home for a few fitful

  hours, lying awake alongside his sleeping wife, listening to her breathe, the memory of the awful skull beneath Mrs Johnson’s burnt face vivid in his mind.




  Despite the early hour there was a ticklish sense of panic out in the streets, and he could sense some of it in Harriott’s impressive office, with its leather chairs and fireplace and its

  massive desk by the riverside window. People outside were talking of the Monster again – and in their telling, he came back, the same Monster that had dispatched the Marrs and then the

  Williamsons three years before. Walking past the mammoth white walls of St George’s in the East the previous night, Horton had seen a group of men stamping on the cobbles of the street at the

  crossroads where John Williams had been interred – the Williams that the Shadwell magistrates, Markland included, had decreed was the Monster. There was no logic to it, but Horton had

  understood the need: to stamp on returning devils, to send them back to Hell. For a moment, he had almost joined them.




  Unwin the coroner planned to hold his inquest today, upstairs at the Jolly Sailor, the same venue as for the Marr inquest. Harriott had invited Unwin to this meeting, along with the surgeon

  Salter, who performed the coroner’s medical inspections. Harriott had asked Salter to give his preliminary view and in a calm, dispassionate way the surgeon was doing so. The bodies of the

  Johnsons remained in their home, for now.




  ‘The man found in the kitchen died from injuries to his head,’ Salter said. ‘The older woman died when she was pushed into the fire, which must have still been alight, judging

  by her injuries. The younger woman died either by a cut throat or an assault with a maul, or both.’




  Salter was a methodical man, Horton knew, but he was also an unimaginative one. He was reading from his notes as if he were reading from a church Bible at a family funeral. He did not draw

  conclusions. That was not for surgeons. They cut open, they took out or they severed, they sewed up, they moved on. Salter’s was a descriptive mind, not a speculative one.




  When Salter finished, Harriott cursed under his breath. Even Markland, who had seen the injuries that Salter described, looked grey.




  ‘With your permission, sir,’ Horton said to Harriott, and the magistrate nods. ‘Dr Salter, the girl downstairs. Had she been interfered with in any way?’




  The surgeon’s face was calm, but Horton could see it in his eyes: a species of fear at the demonic intensity of these deaths. Perhaps the surgeon was not so devoid of imagination after

  all. Even Salter could detect the smell of older murders, drifting back across years.




  ‘I take it you mean: had she been ravished?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘For God’s sake, Horton.’ This from Markland. ‘Is this necessary?’




  ‘Answer the question, doctor,’ said Harriott, with a scowl towards his fellow magistrate.




  ‘There is no way of telling,’ said Salter. ‘Not without a full investigation of the body. And that is impossible at the house.’




  ‘Am I to understand, then, that you have not examined the bodies unclothed?’




  ‘Of course not, constable. I would not do so at a private residence.’




  ‘And how do you account for the lack of any blood?’




  ‘I beg your pardon?’




  ‘You have stated that you believe the causes of death to have been either physical injury or burning. Yet there was no blood in the house. The floors were clean. How do you account for

  such a thing?’




  Salter frowned.




  ‘I cannot account for it.’




  ‘You would expect a great amount of blood, then?’




  ‘Yes. I can only imagine that the killer cleaned up after himself.’




  ‘There are not even stains.’




  ‘No. There are not.’




  Unwin broke the uncomfortable silence.




  ‘Can I suggest that Salter brings the bodies here for a full inspection? I will postpone the inquest until then.’




  ‘It would seem the doctor has further work to do,’ growled Harriott, and Salter’s face reddened. Horton did not feel sorry for him. ‘We have a room that has been used for

  such purposes before. He can use that.’




  ‘It is agreed?’ said Unwin, still trying to rescue Salter. ‘How much time will you need?’




  ‘A day. Perhaps two,’ said Salter, his voice a whisper.




  ‘Then if we are willing, I will postpone the inquest until the day after tomorrow.’




  ‘Very well,’ said Salter, and fell silent. Harriott glared at him, then turned back to Horton.




  ‘What do we know of the deceased?’ he said.




  ‘Very little as yet,’ said Horton. ‘The master of the house is . . . or was . . . one Benjamin Johnson. I’m told he worked as a clerk for the East India

  Company.’




  Harriott baulked at this.




  ‘The East India Company?’




  ‘Yes, sir. Perhaps you could assist with dealing with the Company?’




  ‘Assist how?’ asked Markland, somewhat put out.




  ‘I have personal history with John Company,’ said Harriott, glancing down at his left leg without further comment. If Markland had bothered to read Harriott’s memoirs he would

  have known that the magistrate’s left leg had been ruined in service of the Company in India. Horton found it interesting that Markland did not know this.




  ‘Markland, have your men interrogated the neighbours?’




  ‘They have, Harriott. Of course.’




  ‘And their findings?’




  Markland frowned at being asked to report in this fashion, but then he consulted an elegant leather notebook. A look passed between Harriott and Horton. Edward Markland, it seemed, had taken to

  writing notes.




  ‘Mrs Johnson’s name was Emma, the daughter was called Jane. The neighbours say they were a pleasant enough family, the wife particularly. She seems to have been generous with her

  money and her time, both of which she seemed to possess in decent amounts. The mother took in some sewing, and the daughter did some work alongside her.’




  ‘Any other family?’




  ‘The wife has a sister, living in Putney.’




  ‘And were there any witnesses to the events?’




  ‘None at all. No unusual noises, no raised voices at all.’




  ‘Though there is a menagerie next door,’ said Horton, causing Markland to glance at him with irritation. ‘Unusual noises are not uncommon on that street.’




  Markland appeared not to have noticed the strange shop next door, and did not relish having its presence pointed out to him.




  ‘No one seen coming or going?’ asked Harriott.




  ‘No,’ said Markland, looking away from Horton.




  ‘He was careful.’




  ‘Assuming he worked alone,’ said Horton, and Harriott looked at him.




  ‘You think there was more than one man involved?’




  ‘I have no idea. But there is nothing to suggest there was only one man.’




  ‘Who discovered the bodies?’ asked Unwin.




  ‘The servant, a girl called Amy Beavis. She lives with her father over towards Whitechapel.’




  ‘I suggest Horton goes to speak with her,’ said Harriott. ‘He is good with servants.’




  Horton had little idea what this might mean, but nodded in any case.




  ‘Your thoughts, Horton?’ This from Markland.




  ‘My thoughts, sir?’




  ‘Have you developed a picture of the case?’




  ‘By no means, Mr Markland. It is far too early for such things. I will need further time to investigate.’




  ‘Well, time is something we do not have,’ said Markland. He rose, and placed a hat on his head. ‘There is a frenzy of chatter in the streets. People believe the killer of the

  Marrs and Williamsons has returned. Nonsense, of course – Williams is dead. But the uneducated and the idle thrive on gossip. I must return to the Shadwell office. Horton will report to me

  any developments. Is that agreed, Harriott?’




  Harriott grunted, a noise that Horton knew could signify almost anything.




  ‘Well, then. I will go and speak to the gentlemen of the press, and try to calm the populace. Gentlemen.’




  Markland left, and Unwin made his own farewell, leaving with the silent and stone-faced surgeon. Horton and Harriott were left alone.




  ‘He will calm the populace, will he?’ grumbled Harriott. ‘My word, sometimes I think Edward Markland imagines himself to be Bonaparte.’




  ‘He certainly seems to desire an empire,’ said Horton, without thinking. He looked at the magistrate, embarrassed by his revealing insubordination. Harriott smiled, though the smile

  was an old, ill and tired thing.




  ‘You have made an enemy of the surgeon, constable,’ said Harriott.




  ‘So it would seem, sir.’




  ‘Tell Markland everything,’ the old magistrate said. ‘But tell me first.’




  Amy Beavis did not live in Whitechapel, despite what Markland had said. Her address was actually Dorset Street, a place of moderately ill repute in Spitalfields, somewhat to

  the north of Whitechapel and a fair walk from Wapping.




  The dwellings on Dorset Street were old and dilapidated, decent houses from the last century or earlier that had declined into common lodgings, a warren of the old and sick and infirm. Horton

  estimated that three or four dozen of the rooms on the street would be taken by whores, another three dozen by common criminals, and perhaps the same amount by weavers from old families who had

  failed to ascend to anything better. Some of these people were on the street, and a desperate lot they seemed.




  He found the right door and told the vicious, ancient landlord within that he must speak with Mr Beavis.




  ‘Beavis? You’ll get no benefit, speaking to Beavis,’ came the mysterious reply. He was shown, with surly reluctance, to a flight of stairs which looked like a line of dominoes

  falling down a steep hill. He made his way upwards, gingerly.
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