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To Myla

May your unfolding life be more joyous than any story ever written.


PART ONE



I sought my death, and found it in my womb,

I looked for life, and saw it was a shade,

I trod the earth and knew it was my tomb

‘Elegy’, Chidiock Tichborne
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London, 30 December 1899

New Year’s Eve. A momentous night.

One I spent alone, in the most inauspicious of dwellings. Certainly not where I had envisaged passing the final hours of the nineteenth century, in the thirty-sixth year of my existence.

On the hard bunk in my fetid prison cell, I closed my eyes to escape the horror of what awaited me. But even in the private darkness of my mind I found no respite. They were always there. The ones I had killed.

The young. The old. The men. The women. Their faces formed and faded like the snowflakes falling beyond my barred window. Death by knife. Death by garrotte. Death by my bare hands. Death by all manner of means.

Midnight bells rang out across London. I pictured people of all ages kissing and making their New Year wishes. Hoping for brighter tomorrows. Resolving to do better and change their ways.

Such fools. The ways of mankind cannot be changed. Lord knows, I have tried. At best, our habits and instincts may be managed – even controlled for a short period – and our lapses into old ways can be hidden or disguised. But ultimately our true self surfaces. We are exposed for what we really are.

And I am a murderer. The taking of life defines me. Indeed, it is the very thing that drives me to escape this dreadful hovel. For peace of mind, I must wreak absolute vengeance on the man who has hurt those closest to me and ruined my life.

You shall be hanged by the neck until dead.

The decree of the Old Bailey judge rang in my ears louder than those midnight bells. Without a flicker of emotion the old bastard set the date and place of my execution. It raised cheers in the public gallery, a smile on the face of the famed detective Sherlock Holmes and a wince of annoyance from his nemesis, James Moriarty.

On the break of dawn on the eighteenth of January in the nineteen hundredth year of our Lord, you shall be taken to the gallows at Newgate Gaol and hanged by the neck until dead.

Seventeen days from now. Four hundred and eight hours. Barely long enough for me to find a way beyond these walls and shed so much blood I swear it will drip from both the sun and moon.

Please forgive the brutality of my language, my ugly outburst. It is not how I wish you to think of me. Not a side of my personality I wish to show the world.

My name is Simeon Lynch and when I was arrested the police recorded my height at five feet and eleven inches. I weighed twelve stones, nine pounds and three ounces and was said to have ‘a muscular build, dark hair and brown eyes’.

Those who knew me as a child would describe me as ‘rough and working class’. In my twenties, circumstances shaped me into a more educated and professional being. My ways and manner of speech became refined and allowed me to present myself as a kindly, courteous and reliable fellow.

But I will tell you who I truly am.

Despite my best efforts, I am a creature of the dark. I am the menacing silhouette that falls across your path. The unexpected hand on your shoulder. The shiver that turns your blood cold.

I am the manservant of Death.


17 Days to Execution

London, 1 January 1900

Night slipped silently away. Dragged with it the tatters of the old year. Left me to view the virgin dawn of the twentieth century from the squalor of my prison cell.

Newgate Gaol is as duplicitous a building as the offenders it harbours. On first appearance, like me, it seems pleasantly respectable. Demurely dressed in grey granites and adorned with sombre sculptures, it stands a stone’s throw from the sacred dome of St Paul’s Cathedral, much as a murderer might in his best suit join the devoted at Sunday Mass.

But inside, all pretence is dropped. It sheds its mask of culture and shows its true face. One that witnessed executioners boiling severed skulls in kettles of camphor. One that still watches over condemned men as they rot in the Devil’s parlours.

Such has been demand of late for the hangman’s services that an old part of the prison, one even more decayed and stinking than the rest, has been opened in my honour.

I paced the musty, cramped space and ran my fingers over dampened walls. The span of the arched ceiling had been curtailed, suggesting the cell had once been larger. There was little else. A pot to piss in. A small, single window, barred and high off the ground. A heavily locked door.

My examination concluded that, as decrepit as it was, the gaol had all the features of a modern fortress. Its architects had intended no easy escape. But I was not deterred. My life had seldom been easy and I had overcome tougher opposition than stacks of bricks and mortar guarded by fat and lazy men.

I sat on the floor among the dirt and cockroaches so I might glimpse clouds shifting in the grey morning sky. Light and Dark had always been my accomplices in murder, and I hoped would be again. Fewer guards at night meant fewer men to kill. Daylight brought with it fast means of escape – automobiles, trains and ships that could speed you halfway round the world within a week. It was all a far cry from the first time I had spilled blood and had been forced to flee London.

Manchester, autumn 1884

I had not quite reached my twentieth birthday when I crossed that line – the blood-red division between decent souls and those who have taken another’s life. But I was already feral.

The murder I committed had been unplanned. Blood spilt in a split second that stained my soul for eternity. There will be a time to explain it all in detail, to give perspective to my life, but this is not it. For the moment, let us just say that as a result of that terrible act I scurried from the capital, scavenged my way through the Midlands and up to the north-west of England where I stayed out of the grasp of the Metropolitan police.

The journey was a long one. By the time I reached the outskirts of Manchester, England’s trees had yielded their green and were cloaked in copper, gold and pewter. The first winds of autumn blew chill. Winter was coming. Living rough would soon be unbearable.

The big farm that I came upon did not need workers. Nor did the nearby colliery. Nor the factory that made bearings and wheels. Nor the carpenter or blacksmith, or even the undertaker who had a card in his window testifying that he did.

They all had good reason to turn me away. I had seen myself reflected in windows of carriages, houses and shops and I looked uncivilised: tattered, filthy and riddled with lice. If I was to find honest labour then I needed to cut my hair and cleanse both myself and the stinking clothes that made people wince whenever I came near them.

The secluded slopes of a river, fringed with oak and maple, gave me an opportunity to wash. I stripped and lowered myself into the cold water, dipped beneath the bracing surface and rubbed my face and hair. A crop of floating lilies made flannels for my body and I managed to banish some stench from my skin. I climbed out onto the bank and shivered while I rubbed myself dry with grass and leaves.

I was still only half-dressed when a man’s voice turned my head.

‘That’s a right dangerous place to swim.’ He spoke in a thin, nasal northern accent. ‘Looks calm round ’ere but there are undercurrents that will suck you all the way down to the weir. Then you’d be in all manner of trouble.’

The fellow was short and stocky. Five or more years older than me. Bearded, with big brown eyes that belonged more to a bear or dog than a man. He had long, black, curly hair. His hands were clustered with rings and he held the leashes of two slobbering black bulldogs.

‘What’s it to you, whether I’m lost or not, mister?’ I picked up my shirt and put it on.

‘Nowt.’ He allowed the dogs to move nearer to me. ‘Except I’d rather this place wasn’t infested with coppers pulling your body out of the water.’ He walked close enough to allow a dog to sniff at me. ‘My name is Sebastian.’

‘Good for you.’ I pushed his mutt away.

‘People call me Sebastian the Jew.’

‘Good for them.’

‘My name means nothing to you?’

‘I suppose it means you’re Jewish.’ I fastened the rest of my shirt. ‘Is that your Jew gang, mister?’ I nodded to a group of young men forming behind him.

He glanced over his shoulder. ‘Yes and no. They are my acquaintances, but they are not Jewish.’

‘Acquaintances,’ I repeated sarcastically. ‘And do you intend to have your acquaintances beat upon me?’ I rolled up my sleeves and clenched my fists so the knuckles cracked like snapped twigs. ‘Or are they charged with picking up what remains after your dogs are finished?’

‘These?’ He laughed as they pulled their leashes. ‘The worst licking Dee and Dum will give you is with their tongues.’

‘Strange names for dogs.’

‘That’s because they are strange dogs. Brothers they are, like the twins Tweedledee and Tweedledum. Dogs look the same but are very different. One’s lazy and one never rests. Only thing they have in common is they can’t manage a dangerous bark between them, let alone a bite.’ His eyes assessed me in the manner a farmer might choose cattle at a market. ‘That’s an intriguing scar you have on your face.’

‘You must live a very boring life to find a scratch like that in any way interesting.’

‘On its own you might be right. But it’s not on its own. Your skin is browner than a berry, meaning you’ve not been labouring in any local factory but living rough. Your boots are fair knackered, a sure sign you’ve walked your legs short. Those clothes of yours stink worse than my mutts’ arses and your accent is not local. Not local at all. So you see, there’s a handful of reasons why your scar is interesting to me.’

I picked up my footwear and regarded him with suspicion. He was no toff, nor was he a working-class ruffian without brain or charisma. Behind him, more of his gang ominously gathered. There were now eight, maybe ten of them, I could not be sure because they were not still enough to count. ‘You’re right; I’ve been travelling a long while. Looking for work and food, that’s all.’

‘I can give you work. And shelter.’ He knelt and rubbed one of the dogs’ ears. His eyes met mine. ‘A roof, hot food and even clean clothes.’

‘And why would you want to do that?’

‘Because a man on the run from something that put a scar on his face might be useful to me.’ He smiled and added, ‘In return, I’d want hard graft, no cheek or any drunkenness.’

‘I am sober, disciplined and can do an honest day’s toil.’

‘Honest? That’s the last thing I want.’ He looked to his men. ‘He wants honest work, lads.’

There was laughter but no one spoke. They knew their place. Don’t interrupt the boss. Just stand close and wait to be called upon.

I picked out a man second from the left and another, farthest right. These were the hard boys. The ones not crossing their arms and puffing out their chests to look tough. The ones who had nothing to prove.

Sebastian held out his palm. ‘Shake my hand and join us. Or else be off. And if you refuse my hospitality, then make bloody sure you stay well away. This is Scuttler turf and you’ll find we don’t take kindly to strangers around here.’

I grasped his hand. It was soft. Had never done anything more strenuous than hold a dog leash. ‘Terry,’ I said, mentioning the first name that entered my head. ‘Terry Perch. What, may I ask, are Scuttlers?’

‘Scuttlers?’ He smiled easily, ‘Without a doubt, they are the best group of men in all of England.’

He jerked the two sniffing dogs into a slow amble along the river’s edge and I followed, thinking all the time about the men behind us and whether something worse than a beating could befall me.

We halted at the rear of a large mill built of red bricks. There were endless rows of long windows and through the lower ones I saw the scaffolds of loom beams, spidery webs of multi-coloured wool, chimney spindles of wound cotton and armies of busy women.

In the cool shadows of the building, Sebastian introduced me to his men. Most were no older than me and had names I instantly forgot, save those of the two who stayed closest to their leader. Danny was my height and weight but with blond hair and blue-green eyes. He sported a wispy, waxed beard that he seemed to derive great calmness from regularly stroking. The other was a small, fidgety man they called Fingers. I guessed this was because he constantly fluttered a ha’penny back and forth across his knuckles. The coin would always tumble from the smallest to the index finger; he’d roll his hands together and repeat the dextrous manoeuvre across the knuckles of his other hand.

‘We have rooms below the steps,’ said Sebastian. He let the dogs off their leashes and they bounded and skidded down a steep grass bank. He motioned to a black iron staircase. ‘This way’s safer, I think.’

The ‘rooms’ transpired to be nothing more than a large, open and unused part of the lower floor of the mill. Rows of bunks had been erected in a far corner. In the centre stood rough wooden tables and benches where men gathered to eat, play cards and swap stories. The rear wall contained a polished oak door guarded by a muscular young man.

‘That’s my place,’ said Sebastian, following my eyes. ‘You and the boys have the run of all this, but nowhere else.’ He jabbed a thumb over his shoulder. ‘Back there, and what’s kept back there, belong to me. You don’t go inside. Not unless I invite you. That’s another rule.’

‘Lots of rules,’ I said, my gaze rolling over the high cold walls and long floors.

‘Only one,’ he answered. ‘Do as I tell you. If you obey that, then you’ll be fine.’

‘And if I don’t?’

His eyes grew large with excitement. ‘Then, my newfound friend, you’ll be lucky to escape with your life.’


17 Days to Execution

Newgate, 1 January 1900

Fifteen years after that warning from Sebastian the Jew, I reflected on it in the solitude of my cell.

I have known little good luck in my life. And Sebastian certainly brought me none. Indeed, had I known his true character when I met him, I swear I would have walked away from the riverbank and never darkened his turf again.

And had I done so, then my first visitor of this New Year might have been a beautiful maiden rather than a middle-aged gaoler, ruddy skinned with a thick black beard that crept high up a thin face and almost crawled into the pits of his soulless dark eyes. He let the squeaking door bang on its rusted hinges as he strode in, proud of the noise and drama of his entrance.

At the end of my bunk he stopped, kicked my feet and shouted, ‘Stand up, Lynch! Turn around and put your bloody convict hands against that wall!’

I was on my feet instantly. Not out of obedience, but because I sensed a chance to overpower this man, who clearly was a gaoler of authority and might have sufficient keys to afford me the opportunity of escape.

I was mistaken. He was far from alone. A gang of his loury men trailed after him and as I placed my palms on the cold bricks, a prison baton cracked the back of my legs.

I fell to my knees and through gritted teeth managed a verbal response: ‘I sense you boys have not come first footing then? No ale or gifts to welcome in the New Year?’

‘Shut your insolent mouth!’ shouted my uninvited guest. Heavy hands pushed my face into the brickwork. ‘I am Mr Tobias Johncock, the assistant keeper – or deputy governor, as modernisers like to say.’ He pronounced modernisers with contempt. ‘Turn ’im around, men. Let’s get this over with.’

They kept me on my knees but dragged me around to face him.

Johncock stepped closer and smirked wickedly. ‘I have been tasked with the pleasure of organising your execution.’ He spread his arms wide to his colleagues. ‘I am the man to lynch Mr Lynch.’

They gave him the laughter he craved.

I’ve ’anged more scoundrels than any other screw in London,’ he boasted. ‘And I can name all the toppers, right back to Thomas de Warblynton in the thirteen ’undreds and clumsy Jack Ketch, that blessed bungler who shamed the Duke of Monmouth with a blunt axe. Messy, messy, messy. I don’t like messy, Lynch. Don’t like it at all.’

I lowered my head. The cell’s cockroaches had gathered in one corner as though frightened of Johncock. The sight of them made me smile. Given a chance, I could kill this cocksure cove quicker than I could exterminate them.

‘Look at me!’ he shouted.

His men tugged my hair so I had no choice but to raise my eyes to his.

‘There’s fierce competition on the ’Angman’s List for the ’onour of stretching a double murderer like you.’ He reached into his tunic pocket and produced a handsome pipe. ‘The clever money is on James Billington. Though I’d top myself rather than let a northerner do it.’ He raised an eyebrow and smiled. ‘I was ’ere when Billington did that bitch Amelia Dyer. The “Angel Maker” they called ’er. She swung for the murder of only one infant but I ’ave friends in the constabulary and they say she killed ’undreds, bloody ’undreds of poor babes in arms.’

Johncock pulled tobacco from a pouch and pushed it into the pipe’s bowl. ‘Then there was the “Ripper” ’anging. A doctor he was. Went by the name of Thomas Cream. Stood right on the traps where you’ll be quivering.’ He stretched out his arm to demonstrate the next movement in his tale. ‘Billington was pulling the lever when Cream shouted “I am Jack the—”. Boom! The traps rattled open and ’e swung. Never got a chance to complete what ’e wanted to say. If ’e ’ad, it might’ve been the confession of the century.’

Johncock struck a match. The acrid smell brought relief from the putrid stink of the cell. He took several quick, short draws to raise a red crackle in the pipe bowl, exhaled and announced, ‘I ’ear you’re an ’andful, Lynch. Got a bit of a temper on you. Now that’s not desirable in a prisoner. No, no, no. Not desirable at all.’ He checked the tobacco was lit, then added, ‘I thought it of mutual benefit to pay you a visit and explain my ground rules. They are very simple. You give me no trouble and I give you no beatings. Because I promise you my beatings will cause you twice the pain of any trouble you inflict upon me.’

He nodded to his men and walked away. A cloud of tobacco smoke rose as he neared the doorway. His men had landed the first of their blows before he reached the corridor outside. A knee hit the side of my skull. A kick followed to the ribs. A stick set fire to my spine.

I could not manage to stand, so I grabbed a leg and upended one of my attackers. Others rained blows on me. I, in turn, inflicted maximum distress on the fellow I had brought down. His shrieks of agony alerted Johncock, who whistled down the gallery for more men.

They came piling into the cell, flailing sticks. I knew I had little time before they overwhelmed me and absolutely no hope of overcoming them all.

I got up on my toes but they beat me into a wall. A hand snagged my wrist. Someone pulled at an ankle. Boots piled into my stomach and genitals. My right arm was twisted up my back. A big skull butted my face.

Johncock shouted, ‘Come away! Leave ’im now. Much as I’d like to kill the bugger we ’ave to save that joy for the ’angman.’

Voices shouted around me. Feet slapped stone. Keys jangled.

I slipped into blackness. Drifted in time. Back to my youth, to when I was free. When I first met Sebastian the Jew and he warned me about life and luck.

Manchester, 1884

I settled easily with the Scuttlers and quickly found them to be a gang unlike any other I had encountered.

They stole for a living. Nothing unusual about that. They were capable of extreme and cold-blooded violence. Again, commonplace. What made them different was Sebastian. He was organised. Controlled. Calm. From my experience, gang leaders tended to be the toughest and loudest, the biggest and most brutal, the braggarts and the bullies.

Sebastian was none of these.

I doubt he had ever thrown a punch in his life. He led through intelligence and cunning. Was quietly spoken yet always had everyone’s attention.

An insight into the small man’s power came soon after I arrived. He had departed early in the morning, without his animals or any of his men. When he returned in the middle of the day he was smiling broader than a loom beam. He was well dressed, in green check tweed and polished brown boots. Tucked beneath his arm and balanced in his hand was a long, rolled-up, beige document tied with ribbons.

Heading directly to his private rooms, he motioned to Fingers and Danny to follow him, which they duly did. The rest of the afternoon was spent behind closed doors with them and other men who, one at a time, were also summoned into his sanctuary.

By early evening, the only people left in the big room were me and a dim-witted scrag of a boy called Zack.

‘What’s going on back there?’ I asked.

‘Dunno,’ he shrugged. ‘They never tell me nuthin’.’

Zack got told plenty, just not anything he wanted to hear. His role was to clean and empty things. Sort out the piss pots. Unblock the shit pits. Sweep the floor. Wash plates and cutlery.

‘But what do you think they’re doing?’ I pressed. ‘They’re up to something, aren’t they?’

‘Work,’ he offered. ‘They’re up to work.’

Work, I took to be thievery and the exact details most probably lay on that big roll of paper Sebastian had carted in.

After a time, Danny appeared in the doorway. ‘Terry, you’re wanted.’

I rose quickly and covered the twenty yards to Sebastian’s quarters at a pace indecently close to running.

His quarters were handsomely decorated but dark except for splashes of light thrown upwards by the gas lamps. Instead of the bare bricks present in the rest of the mill, the walls were panelled in cheap oak, punctuated with oils depicting hunting scenes. There was a small, open fireplace, stacked with fresh coal, and a long and heavy trestle table flanked by pew benches that looked as though they’d been stolen from a church.

‘Time to earn your keep,’ said Sebastian. ‘Come and join us.’

I took a seat in the midst of a pool of smoky yellow light and stumpy forest of elbows.

‘Let the dog see the bone,’ he urged his men. One by one, they moved hands, pipes and arms so I could view the plans spread across the table.

‘Goddard Grange,’ Sebastian explained. ‘Stuffed to its old woodwormed rafters with Persian carpets, Dutch oils, Roman silverware and Indian jewels.’

‘Very nice,’ I said.

‘Very beautiful. The lord of the manor, a Mr Wilberforce Singleton, is an antiques trader. In a few hours’ time he will be meeting a ship in Southampton and taking delivery of prized Etruscan artefacts. We, meanwhile, will be taking possession of everything of value in his lavishly furnished country home, the place detailed on the plans in front of you.’

We all scanned the large document, already marked with crosses, showing where the family silver, jewellery, oils and sculptures were located.

‘What do you want of me?’ I asked.

‘Tonight, you will be a carrier,’ replied Sebastian. ‘Joel, tell our young friend what his duties are.’

A thickset fellow with receding brown hair coughed to clear his throat and shifted his feet nervously as he spoke. ‘You waits outside, by the windows, then when the stuffers brings you their sacks you carries them to the carts.’ He coughed twice more then added further instructions, with the emphasis of someone who had clearly been told the procedure many times. ‘You does it quickly but carefully. No running or stumbling. No dropping or throwing sacks down – not unless coppers come and you have to leg it!’

His last remark brought laughter from the entire group. Once it had died down, Sebastian looked at me with an intensity I had not seen since our first meeting on the riverbank. ‘Can you do that, Terry? Does it fall within your abilities and your definition of honest labour?’

‘I can do it. And more if needs be.’

‘Needs will be. But not tonight. Tonight you start at the bottom.’

Night fell.

In an instant of near-military coordination we all moved. More than a dozen covered carts rumbled out from our riverside abode and took us miles through the deepening blackness of the countryside. I was at the back of the convoy and noticed each driver kept a good two minutes’ distance from the one in front, presumably so as not to attract undue attention. Down long unlit roads, rutted country lanes and winding hillside tracks we travelled for hours.

We halted with the same precision that had moved us. For twenty minutes or more we idled in a tired silence. Coughs were stifled with cupped hands. Patience of the highest kind was called for.

Finally the pointsmen came. Called us from the carts in whispers. We clambered out. Dropped noiselessly onto soil and grass. There was no need for prompting. Every man knew his job. We moved quickly, calmly.

Bent low and backlit by the moon, we trod carefully across the carpet of turf that rolled up to the big house.

As instructed, I watched for the swing of a lantern outside the east wing. When it came, I dashed over with my arms full. I was laden with large hessian sacks, specially made for the oil paintings. Deep bags packed with balled newspapers to swallow silver goblets, urns and plates. Soft cloth pouches for delicate personal jewellery such as bracelets, rings and necklaces.

We descended like locusts.

Within the hour we had stripped the house bare.

By the time the last of the carts had been loaded, my lungs were on fire and my legs had turned to jelly. Thick sweat greased my face and back as I walked the mile to the crossroads where I had been told we would be picked up.

Joel was already waiting with a large four-wheeler drawn by big black horses. He handed us ale then sat up top with the coachman as four of us climbed inside and exchanged excited chatter about ‘the job’.

There was more drink when we got back to the mill. Enough to float a ship. The tables in our lodgings creaked from the weight of the food piled upon them. Huge slabs of beef and pork. Great rounds of cheeses. Baskets of fruit and bread.

There were women, too. Blonds. Brunettes. Redheads. Young. Old. Tall and small. I felt too awkward to go with any of them. Their light dresses and heavy sexuality repulsed rather than attracted me.

The celebrations grew noisier by the hour and by the glass. Once singing began there was no stopping the Scuttlers. They mangled many music hall numbers, belted out bawdy shanties. And more than once, they roared at the top of their voices a song I’d heard during my days in London:



Up and down the City Road

In and out the Eagle

That’s the way the money goes

Pop goes the weasel!





Tankards rose and clanked together on the final line. Ale had to be downed in one and was followed by riotous cheering. The only voice missing was that of Sebastian.

Nor was he present the following morning, when even the sound of bird song was too loud for our delicate heads.

Not until late afternoon, when the last of the drunks were sober again, did he return. On seeing him, the older men roused themselves from their seats and headed over like moths to a flame. He in turn welcomed them to the warmth of his guarded quarters.

I counted the time that passed, mere minutes, before one by one they returned to the main room. All were smiling. The younger ones were then called through. They returned in similarly happy spirits. None flaunted the money they had been given, but from their excitement it was apparent they had been paid well for their labours.

I was not. Not a penny. My name was never called.

The moneyed men spent the night discussing what they would do with their newly acquired clink. There were clothes and women to be bought. Debts needed settling. Dreams to be chased.

I went to bed and dwelled on the events of the day but not the fact that I had been excluded from the payout. This, I assumed, was simply part of my initiation. I had to earn my way in.

So be it.

No, my mind was on other things.

I was focused on the easy success of the burglary and the many questions it raised.

The whole caper had been aided by architectural plans of the house and precise information about when it would be deserted, save for a dithery old butler, sleepy cook and young housemaid who most sensibly did not put up any resistance. I thought it quite strange that the owner had left no beefy brutes to guard his goods and concluded that Sebastian had either paid them off or had his men tackle them before we arrived.

None of the coachmen who carried away our haul had been known to any of us in the mill, except to Sebastian and possibly Danny. Yet they were allowed to drive away with the haul in the dead of night. To where? Some industrial warehouses, dockside sheds or farm outbuildings? I had no idea. Did Sebastian have even more Scuttlers working for him? Men other than those I slept and ate with every day? Or was he in fact working for someone else? I felt certain that the latter was the case, although it occurred to me there was another distinct possibility.

Perhaps nothing had been stolen. Things might simply have been moved to another location. Sebastian could have been hired by the owner to empty the house while he was away, so he could fraudulently claim money from some big London insurance company.

The real reason never materialised. Not that I cared. In the months that followed, I was given a fair share of coin as I graduated from carrier to stuffer, then from stuffer to lifter, and from lifter to breaker. Finally I made it to pointsman, the role that under Danny’s tutelage involved coordinating all ground operations, transport, men and timings. It made a welcome change to use my brain rather than my fists. Nevertheless, I was wary of going soft, of losing my physical strength and the protection it afforded me.

Every morning I would train hard. As soon as light broke through the big mill windows I would rise and begin a two-hour regime. At first, it involved nothing more sophisticated than a long run then sessions of lifting and squatting with heavy rocks. And shadow boxing.

I had boxed, during my childhood in a London workhouse, so I always finished with furious bouts with my silhouette. Initially, some of the other men came and laughed at me. Then they wanted to join in. Sebastian got us gloves and we began to spar. There were even calls to stage matches between ourselves and take bets, but for reasons that will soon become apparent, this was something that I refused to take part in.

Often I would swim in the river at the back of the mill. I had taught myself to do it after escaping from London, venturing deeper and deeper into streams, rivers and canals and then panicking my way back to dry land via a mixture of sinking and swimming.

One day, I was emerging from a post-run dip in the river when I saw Sebastian approaching with his dogs. It was unusual for him to be about so early in the day.

‘Good morning!’ I shouted, still dripping water while I grabbed a towel.

Normally he had a smile for me, but on this occasion only a hardened stare. ‘Get yourself dressed, then come to my room, immediately.’ He turned and tugged the dogs around to follow him. Dee and Dum yelped objections at having an anticipated walk curtailed so abruptly.

I towelled dry, dressed and made my way into his sitting room. It was, as always, in virtual darkness bar a crack of light through the curtains. Sebastian was in his wing-backed chair, looking through the gap into the daylight. ‘You need to pack your belongings and leave, Terry. And you need to do it now.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I told you to.’

‘What have I done wrong?’

A voice that wasn’t his replied, ‘Nothing.’ It came from the darkness at the back of the room.

‘What’s going on?’ I moved towards Sebastian but he shook his head to warn me not to.

‘What is going on,’ continued the man’s voice, ‘ is that you are leaving here to work for me.’ He spoke without class or accent, English but with an almost foreign drawl that was beyond my ability to place it.

‘I choose who I work for,’ I protested.

The speaker appeared inchoately in the shadows. ‘Not any more.’

I didn’t answer. The man stepped into the table light.

He was only slightly smaller than me. I put him around forty but he could have been older. Brown hair, eyes the colour of roasted chestnuts, a dark beard speckled with grey but well-groomed enough to reveal gentle cheekbones and a powerful neck. A richly tailored woollen suit of chequered browns fell from broad shoulders and tapered at a waist that had probably once been as firm as his shoulders but was lost now to little exercise and lots of food.

Cradled in his hand was a stout unlit pipe, trimmed in silver with some form of crest embossed on it. He thumbed tobacco into the bowl and smiled at me. ‘I think I’ll call you Simeon. Simeon Lynch. That, after all, is your real name, isn’t it?’

I turned and ran.

The door I had come through was now locked. The handle twisted hopelessly in my fingers and would not open. I spun towards the window – if necessary, I’d hurl myself through the glass.

Sebastian stood and with one tug of his hand, those soft, quiet dogs, now growled menacingly and strained on their leashes. The stranger calmly lit his pipe. White spirals rose and swirled. Behind him appeared two more men. All hope of escape had been crushed.

Those chestnut eyes followed me through a cloud of newly exhaled smoke. ‘Please do not inconvenience us by running around any more, Simeon. It is both fruitless and childish.’

‘My name is Terry,’ I insisted. ‘Terry Perch. You’ve got the wrong person, mister. That Simeon – he’s not me.’

‘Tut. Tut. Tut.’ He shook his head and walked nearer. ‘I know exactly who you are, young man. Know it better than you do.’ His hand gripped my bicep. Seized me like an iron clamp. ‘You were born in a cankerous hovel in London and your mother, a local harlot, died while bringing your wretched body into this world.’

I tried to hide my fear but there was something about him that chilled my bones and silenced my tongue.

‘Don’t you want me to say more, Simeon? More about her? About you? About what you have done and why you ran away from London?’

‘No!’ I snapped. He had made enough revelations to set my heart racing. It was beyond me how he knew these things and the very fact that he did made me feel all the more vulnerable.

‘A wise choice,’ he said, unhanding me. ‘There are indeed parts of your life best not spoken about.’

‘Who is he?’ I asked Sebastian.

‘He’s not police,’ he said reassuringly. ‘Not the Old Bill.’

‘Most certainly not,’ confirmed the stranger. ‘My name is Moriarty. Professor Brogan Moriarty.’


16 Days to Execution

Newgate, 2 January 1900

When I regained consciousness, I felt the full pain of the beating Johncock’s men had meted out.

I also realised I had been moved to a different cell. Dressings had been fixed to my head, arms and legs. Poorly applied, I might add. One had sagged and obscured the vision of my left eye, causing me to blink repeatedly as it rubbed against my lid and lashes. My arms felt inordinately heavy, so it came as little surprise to discover my wrists and ankles clasped in chains. They were fixed, I imagined, to sturdy rings set in the floor, though I had no more than a meagre view of the ceiling and a far wall. I was spread-eagled on a hard bunk, and my throat felt as though hot tar and broken glass had been poured into it.

For the rest of the day, I drifted in and out of consciousness and must have been in that amorphous antechamber between worlds when I heard keys rattling and the door creaking open.

I braced myself for another ordeal. Perhaps new guards arriving to administer a fresh beating. I had even heard tell of doctors using experimental drugs on prison patients to control them. But the footsteps were from soft shoes, not prison boots. The voice was richer and more cultured than that of a turnkey.

‘I believe you are not an unintelligent man. That beyond your savagery is a cultured brain. One capable of reason.’

I forced open my eyes. The silhouette of a head slid briefly into my limited view. Unexpectedly, the manacle around my right wrist grew tight, then slackened. Seconds later, the same happened on my left side.

‘You can sit up,’ the shadow added. ‘I have loosened your restraints to grant you some movement. Do it slowly, or you are most certain to pass out.’

I lifted my arms. Chains slithered away like heavy, cold snakes. I struggled upright. The pain in my chest was agonising. Blood rushed my head. I felt woozy. But one thing was clear: I now recognised my visitor.

Sherlock Holmes.

‘Simeon Lynch,’ he proclaimed. ‘Caught, convicted of two murders and now condemned to death.’

‘Go to hell, Holmes.’ I peered at him and remembered how close I had once come to killing the legendary detective. Moriarty owned an entire building opposite the investigator’s modest chambers in Baker Street and for three weeks had tasked me with occupying a room there, overlooking 221b. I had chronicled Holmes’s every movement and also those of his sycophantic biographer and doting housekeeper.

As wise and nocturnal as an owl, the man had allowed me little sleep during those days. In the end, I traced both his main cocaine supplier and a lady of the night with whom he took comfort in a less-than-salubrious brothel in West Street. I chronicled his vulnerabilities, his weak spots, and given the word would have done my duty. ‘I could have killed you several times,’ I told him.

‘That is a preposterous assertion,’ he answered with such levity it was as though I had told him a tale of great amusement. ‘I know you followed me and spied upon me. Hid in shadows and peered from windows as I sought recreation and work. But dear fellow, you could never have been anything more than my voyeur.’

‘What do you want, Holmes?’ I sounded disinterested, but my mind was racing to fathom out why he had come and what advantage his presence might afford me.

‘Well,’ he began in a thoughtful tone as he walked towards the end of the bunk where my feet remained securely chained to the floor, ‘you have asked two questions of me and they require different but of course not unconnected answers. Like most decent people, what I want – is to see you hang. Unfortunately, I have been charged with offering you a way to avoid the noose.’

He paused to gauge my reaction, but I gave him none. I stared at the medieval iron cuffs fixed on me. These were certainly too strong to break without a chisel and a heavy hammer. I had no chance of endangering him, taking him hostage or in any way using him to fashion an escape.

‘You have committed a great many crimes,’ Holmes continued. ‘Of that I am certain. But I suspect you did so entirely at Moriarty’s behest. And yet, here you are, alone in this cell, while that demon enjoys all the trappings of a wealthy and free man.’

‘Come to the point, or preferably just leave. Time, I have learned, is not something I have an abundance of.’

‘Turn Queen’s Evidence. Give the police details of that scoundrel’s criminal activities and the home secretary will hold a clemency hearing. Your death sentence will be commuted to life imprisonment, and then if a successful prosecution of James Moriarty follows, I believe you may be pardoned.’

I laughed at him for not knowing the real power lay with Brogan. ‘You want me to testify against James Moriarty?’

‘I do. I most sincerely do.’

‘Save your breath.’

‘I can afford to squander a little, as I, unlike you, have many more years to replenish the supply to my lungs.’

‘My, aren’t you the wit.’ I laid back and stared at the ceiling. A spider had spun a fine, taut web in the far corner. A still-fluttering fly was already caught. Its struggle to escape was pointless, but struggle it did. The predator moved slowly towards it. Death would soon be dispensed. I knew the ritual all too well.

‘I am offering you the chance to save your life, wipe the slate clean and begin again.’

‘Deportation, you mean?’

‘Not necessarily. There are options on English soil. But wouldn’t even that be preferable to death?’

I looked at Holmes and wondered who was the spider and who the fly. He thought me about to get caught in his web, but I saw things differently. I was needed. The law needed me. I could, for the moment, safely reject this offer for I was certain Holmes would come back to press his case and in doing so he would perhaps afford me a chance to escape without me having to make any traitorous testimony. My mind was made up.

‘Please go away, Mr Holmes. And take your desperation with you.’

He scowled at me, then walked to the door and rapped on it to summon the gaolers. Before it opened he added, ‘I must tell you one last thing: I have had a wager with my colleague, Dr Watson. He’s a military man as you might know, and he says people like you behave in a military manner.’

‘Go away!’

‘It is his belief that you will take your intimate knowledge of Moriarty, his crimes and his cohorts to your grave. My bet is to the contrary. You are a killer, Lynch. You deal in death and therefore know the value of your own life, which is of course greater to you than any loyalties you may have. So I have wagered twenty pounds that after some vacillation and pretence to the contrary, you will eventually seize my offer with all the eagerness of a young thief left alone in a cloakroom.’

The door opened and a gaoler asked, ‘Are you ready, Mr Holmes?’

‘I am,’ he answered, ‘I am, indeed.’ He threw a final comment to me. ‘No sooner will this door close than you will begin to consider my proposal and its attractiveness. Use your brain, Lynch, instead of your fists, it might just save your neck.’

The door banged shut. Keys clicked in the lock and once more I was fastened in.

The great Sherlock Holmes had visited and propositioned me. Now wasn’t that a thing?

Above me, the spider devoured the fly. The scene made me smile. Perhaps when I escaped I would visit Holmes with a proposition of my own. Death by knife? Or by my bare hands?

Manchester, 1885

Brogan Moriarty.

The name had meant nothing to me when the steely-eyed stranger introduced himself in the shadows of Sebastian’s rooms. Had it done, then I would have fought to the death to escape. But I was young, ignorant and arrogant. Mistakenly confident that I could bide my time and give him and his men the slip, as and when the fancy took me.

In the light outside the Mancunian mill, the first of Moriarty’s companions appeared to be a well-built, handsome man in his mid-twenties. He was a professional type, a senior clerk perhaps, with shoulder-length black hair, grey eyes and a blue twill suit as perfectly tailored as his smile. With him was a smaller, thinner fellow, drearily clad in an ill-fitting, baggy grey jacket, tattered brown vest and frayed pants, topped by a flat cap far too big for his ragamuffin head. I supposed him to be an errand boy, kept close at hand to run hither or thither as his master wished.

The four of us climbed into the grandest carriage I had ever seen. Painted glossy black, it boasted a golden crest on the doors and gleaming brass lamps to the front. An immaculately uniformed coachman, sitting soldier-straight above the elegant steeds, controlled a team of white horses.

I settled into a rear-facing seat, opposite Moriarty and the thin scrap of an errand boy, while the well-dressed one installed himself next to me. I already had the measure of things. As soon as the carriage stopped for any reason I would open the door, dart out and disappear.

The professor caught my eye. ‘While I have quite taken to steam travel and appreciate its speed and convenience, I find old carriages like this afford me invaluable privacy.’ He ran a hand proudly over the door panel at his side. ‘It is a former mail coach, so it is roomy enough. Though I had the springs adjusted by a French mechanic, as the French understand the necessity of a less tumultuous ride.’

‘Where are you from, mister? You talk like a toff but have an accent unlike any I’ve heard.’

His companions laughed and a thin smile moved his lips. ‘I’m as English as you are, but I spend a lot of time in America on business. It’s like a second home to me and I have only recently returned. The accent sticks for some time because I spent a lot of my childhood there.’

I had grown bored with his tale and my impatient eyes had spied a set of cut glasses and decanters fixed on pads of velvet, tethered by straps of leather and stowed in a door well. I couldn’t help but think that I knew plenty of flash houses where fancy goods like that would fetch a pretty penny.

We’ll refresh ourselves in a moment,’ he said, in a voice that chastised my gaze. ‘But first, some introductions. This is Miss Surrey Breed.’ He placed his right hand on the urchin’s left knee and smiled. ‘Quite an extraordinary young lady.’

‘Lady?’ I blurted.

‘Aye, a lady,’ she stressed in a thick Scottish accent, ‘so doon’ yoo go playin’ the daft laddie an’ forgit it.’ She took off the large cap, withdrew a hairpin and a waterfall of black locks tumbled over her narrow shoulders. Now she looked undeniably feminine and not a lot older than me. She tilted her head in a coquettish manner and her whole countenance, voice and status instantly changed. ‘Honestly, don’t you find that first appearances can be dangerously deceiving, Mr Lynch?’ She had assumed the most refined of English accents. ‘It is such an aberration of sound judgement to make sweeping presumptions of class, status or even gender, based solely upon how a stranger appears.’

The professor laughed. ‘Miss Breed is a cultural chameleon, an invaluable creature given the pomposity of the age we live in.’ He nodded to the man next to me. ‘And this is Mr Sirius Gunn. Do not be deceived by his occasional good manners and his constantly prim appearance. Beneath that fine facade lurks a devil that puts Satan to shame.’

Gunn lifted his hat indifferently but spoke not a word. His eyes conveyed in one fleeting look that he did not care for me. In return, mine told him that given the chance I would beat him black and blue and rob him blind.

I turned my attention to the carriage window. Trees and fields flew past as the magnificent horses picked up speed. Soon we would be miles from Manchester. I looked to the professor. ‘Where are we going, sir?’

‘We will come to that in a moment. First, it is time, I think, for those refreshments.’ He leaned to his left and plucked three shimmering glasses from their holders and handed them round. Next, he grasped the cut-glass decanter and added, ‘A little aqua vitae, to stiffen our resolve for the journey.’ He removed the stopper from the decanter and poured a generous amount of pale amber liquid into my glass.

‘Try it,’ he nodded at me in encouragement. ‘I am intrigued to know what you think.’ He dispensed similar measures for the others and then took a fourth glass for himself.

I lifted the liquid to my nose and smelled it. In the workhouse I had learned that meals and drinks with a bad odour were best avoided if you didn’t want to spend the rest of the week in the privy. The best I could discern was that it contained some sort of alcohol. ‘What spirit is this?’

‘Whisky,’ answered Miss Breed, back in Scottish guise. ‘Now dunny be a stookie, git it doon ya neck.’

I sank most of it like a dose of medicine.

‘Aqua vitae,’ added the professor, contentedly sniffing his own drink, ‘Latin for “water of life”. It’s also a term applied to distilled alcohol, one Gaelic distillers use for whisky. Mixed with water, or other substances, it can have transformative effects on the body’s physiology.’

I wasn’t quite sure what he meant, but I was thirsty enough to drain the glass.

‘For example,’ he continued, ‘your brain is now telling you that you have almost quenched your thirst. That’s a good feeling, isn’t it?’

I nodded. He was right about that. It had been some time since I had drunk anything and my morning exercises had left me somewhat parched.

He looked pleased. ‘A little more?’

I held out my glass. This time he was less generous in his measure. He resealed the decanter and returned it to its holder as I drank. ‘You are currently relaxing in the assured knowledge that you are rehydrating. That is because water comprises an enormous amount of the human body – more than half, possibly as much as three quarters.’

I couldn’t see how that could be, but I emptied the glass again.

‘Better?’

‘Yes, I suppose I am almost, what’s the word, rehydrated?’

‘Very good.’ He smiled, then leaned forwards and studied my face. ‘Your pupils have already dilated. I suspect you are feeling light-headed and a little weak?’

I had not noticed the sensation until he mentioned it, but again, he was correct.

Moriarty reached out and took the glass from me. ‘I’ll take this from you. It’s expensive and I’d hate you to break it. You see, I have given you a sedative and you are now in the process of losing consciousness.’

‘What?’

‘The drink contained a sweet toxic honey called rhododendron nectar. It lowers your blood pressure to the point that you become dizzy and pass out. It’s a crude form of anaesthetic.’

I made a clumsy move for the door.

Gunn slapped an arm across my chest. I tried to lift my hands to fight him, but my limbs felt numb. I stumbled off my seat.

‘Don’t fight it,’ said Moriarty. ‘You’ll sleep now. When you awake, we will be at our destination.’

The sedative sewed my eyes together. In the blackness, our carriage rose from the ground. Horses galloped into clouds. The air became thin and cold. We were high in the night sky and beneath us everything was turning black. Gradually, images floated up at me.

A tavern. Bawdy men clinking ale tankards, playing cards, arguing over winnings. Coarse women laughing and flaunting themselves. The noise was deafening.

Then suddenly silence; people moved apart. A woman collapsed. Screamed in pain, her face twisted by the agony. Men were laughing at her. Some of the women pulled at her clothes. There was blood. Blood everywhere.

It was my birth.

In that sedated nightmare I heard my mother’s screams. Saw her eyes become fixed and dead. Watched her corpse carried from the tavern to a wagon. Heard it rumble over the cobbles, off to the pauper’s pit where rotting strangers were piled high upon each other then all were mounded in earth. I heard my own infantile screams.

And a voice from the present not the past: ‘Wake up! Wake up! C’mon now.’

The raggedy errand-boy-come-woman slapped my face.

My eyes blinked open.

A lantern swung.

‘He’s coming round,’ she said to someone.

‘Get him out of the carriage.’ Moriarty sounded far, far away.

‘Watch his head,’ the girl warned.

Strong hands slid me out of the vehicle and into the crisp air. My heels banged the footboards of the carriage. I heard my drug-numbed feet being dragged through gravel.

‘Bring him inside,’ Moriarty commanded. ‘Downstairs. Let him sleep it off.’

More hands now. Scooping up my feet. Lifting me. Floating me again. Down, down, down. Flickering lamps. Feet clapping stone steps. The air stale. My body rising and falling. Different smells. A match. Candle wax. The creak of a door.

‘In here. Put him in here until morning.’

Stillness. Flatness. Groans and sighs of men, relieved to be free of carrying me. Their hands disappeared. Light faded. Cool sheets comforted my face. Darkness took me again.


15 Days to Execution

Newgate, 3 January 1900

Darkness.

I knew his tricks and powers all too well. Darkness was a conjurer. A demon. He would throw blankets over lovers and soil over the dead. Here, in prison, he was busily employed as the most terrible of torturers.

By keeping out light, he helped the turnkeys crush our spirits and made it all the more difficult to devise ways to escape.

Even in the new cell, where I recovered from my beating, Darkness stood guard from the end of the turnkeys’ night rounds until slivers of morning light were smuggled through my window bars.

Asleep, I either dreamed of escape or became a child again. I was reacquainted with Mario the Italian organ grinder, who worked a street corner near where I was born and would play every day except Sundays. Once more, I held out my hands for sweets wrapped in cut-up newspaper and played with wooden toys that other boys had grown out of. I looked into the faces of the mother and father I had never known. I grew up with them. Grew old with them. Placed grandchildren in their loving arms.

In the cold, black, early hours of the third day of the new century, I woke in the midst of a dream so vivid that I still imagined myself surrounded by the people in it. They seemed to have fallen noisily from the realms of my imagination and now, as my eyes opened, they stumbled, disorientated around the darkness of my cell.
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