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I’d been standing there for maybe five minutes when a soft noise caught my attention. Different movements make different sounds – the steady tread of someone walking, the scrape of shifting feet, the patter of someone in a hurry – and with practice you can learn to filter them, picking out the ones that don’t fit in. It’s nothing to do with magic, just simple awareness, a primal skill that anyone can learn but which most people in the modern age have forgotten. But anyone who lives as a predator or as prey learns it fast.

The sound I’d heard was the sound of someone trying to stay quiet and hidden, and I stepped quietly into the cover of the doorway, one hand moving to the hilt of the knife beneath my coat.
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1

Russell Square is one of the odder areas of London. Squeezed between Euston Road to the north and Holborn to the south, it doesn’t have enough shops to be commercial and it doesn’t have enough houses to be residential. Instead it has a mix of universities and hotels, rich tourists and poor students rubbing shoulders in the busy streets. It’s supposed to be ‘literary’ – associations from the old Bloomsbury group – though given that you’d have to be a millionaire to own property there nowadays I doubt you’ll find many artists living in the place.

What Russell Square does have a lot of is education: English language schools for the ex-pats, colleges for the students and the British Museum for everyone. It was one of the colleges I’d come for, a long hulking brown-and-beige cinderblock called the Institute of Education, and as I approached I reflexively scanned ahead, searching for danger. I didn’t find anything and I didn’t expect to, but for some reason I found myself hesitating as I drew level with the front doors. For a moment I thought about turning away, then shook my head in annoyance and headed inside.

My name’s Alex Verus and I’m a probability mage, aka a diviner. I train an apprentice, do contract work for other mages and run a magic shop in Camden when I’m not otherwise occupied with personal problems or with people trying to hurt me, the second of which happens more often than I’d like. I’m good friends with a handful of mages and one giant spider, and less good friends with the magical government of Britain, otherwise known as the Light Council. The Council don’t like me for two reasons: first, they think I was originally taught by a particularly nasty Dark mage named Richard Drakh and did various unpleasant things while serving as his apprentice; and second, they suspect me of being responsible for the deaths of two Light mages on separate occasions a couple of years ago. Unfortunately, it just so happens that both of those suspicions are true.

That wasn’t the reason I was here today, though.

Like most British universities, the security at the Institute of Education is non-existent, and I walked past the reception desk and descended into a big square concrete well with big square concrete pillars and big square ugly paintings. A sign at the bottom said LOGAN HALL, but instead of going straight in I veered left. The entry area narrowed into a corridor with few doors or windows. To my right I could hear a voice echoing, but I kept working my way around the edge of the hall, climbing occasional small flights of steps. Only when I’d circled to the back of the hall did I look through one of the doors.

The hall was a huge auditorium, faded red seats in semicircular rows slanting down to a raised wooden stage. There were hundreds of people seated within, but the one I was interested in was the man on the stage. He was standing on the podium delivering a lecture, and behind him was a projection screen which read ‘European Integration In Historical Perspective’. It was his voice I’d heard from outside.

I hadn’t opened the door but there were wired-glass windows set into the wood that gave a good view inside, and I stood quietly, watching the man. He looked to be in his mid-fifties, with a stooped posture and hair that had gone nearly but not quite all the way to silvery-white. At a glance the two of us wouldn’t have looked much alike, but there was something in his features of my own, aged and tempered. He hadn’t seen me – the corridor was darker than the brightly lit hall and I knew the lights inside would reflect off the window glass. I could have opened the door to step inside, but I stayed where I was.

I’d been standing there for maybe five minutes when a soft noise caught my attention. Different movements make different sounds – the steady tread of someone walking, the scrape of shifting feet, the patter of someone in a hurry – and with practice you can learn to filter them, picking out the ones that don’t fit in. It’s nothing to do with magic, just simple awareness, a primal skill that anyone can learn but which most people in the modern age have forgotten. But anyone who lives as a predator or as prey learns it fast.

The sound I’d heard was the sound of someone trying to stay quiet and hidden, and I stepped quietly into the cover of the doorway, one hand moving to the hilt of the knife beneath my coat. The doorway blocked line of sight, hiding me from anyone behind or ahead. It blocked my view too … but I don’t need a view to see.

The corridor was empty and ordinary, pale walls and faded blue carpet. But to my sight, it was a branching spread of possible futures, lines of light forking and multiplying in the darkness. In each possible future, I took a different action, moved a different way, and in every one of them my future self changed to match it: thousands of futures, branching into millions and billions. I picked out two of the delicate strands of light and focused on them, letting them strengthen and grow. In one, I stepped out of hiding and turned left; in the other, I moved right. My future selves walked away from me and as they did I watched, guiding the possible futures to keep myself walking down the corridor, seeing what my future eyes would see. The right-hand self found nothing. The left-hand self heard a scuffle of movement. The left-hand branches multiplied, dividing, and I guided my future self down the path where he chased after the sound. More futures branched out, and as they did I recognised a familiar element, a signature. I moved closer to look—

—and suddenly I knew who was following me. The instant that I did, the future wavered and faded into nothingness: now that I knew who it was, I had no reason to walk down there to find out. Physically carrying out all the possible actions I’d just run through would have taken the best part of a minute, but divination works at the speed of thought and the only limit on what you can do is how clearly and quickly you can focus. From beginning to end the whole thing had taken less than a second.

From down the corridor I heard another stealthy movement. I’d kept quite still as I’d used my magic, and my pursuer had no way to know that I was there. Cautious footsteps advanced up the corridor. I waited, letting them approach, then stepped out into view, the fingers of my right hand flicking forwards.

The girl who’d been following me jumped back. She was wearing jeans and a light green top and as soon as she saw me she started moving, but the metal disc I’d thrown bounced off her stomach before she could get out of the way. She began to drop into a stance, her right hand going to the small of her back.

‘No use going for a weapon,’ I told her. ‘You’re dead.’

With a sigh Luna dropped her arm and straightened. ‘How long did you know I was there?’

Luna is half English and half Italian, with fair skin, wavy light brown hair and a lot more confidence than she used to have. She’s an adept rather than a mage, the bearer of an ancient family curse which protects her at the expense of killing anyone who gets too close, and she’s been my apprentice for around two years. Nowadays her control’s developed to the point where being around her is almost safe, as long as you don’t touch her.

‘If you’re going to make a habit of shadowing mages,’ I said, ‘you’ll have to get better at dodging.’

‘Yes, oh master,’ Luna said resignedly, bending to pick up the thing I’d thrown at her. It had been a one pound coin, and as her fingers touched it I saw the silver-grey mist of her curse engulf it. As she did, she shot a quick glance at the door behind me, trying to see what was inside.

I rolled my eyes inwardly. ‘Come on – upstairs,’ I said, starting back towards the stairwell. The voice of the lecturer continued behind me, but I didn’t look back.

‘I thought I told you to mind the shop,’ I told Luna.

The inner courtyard of the Institute of Education was stone with scattered trees. A faculty building which looked like a giant concrete staircase loomed over us, and high in the sky above the thin grey cylinder of the BT Tower loomed over the faculty building. The sky beyond was grey; it was an overcast day. Students walked and cycled past in ones and twos, and a cool wind gusted across the stone.

‘It’s not like the world’s going to end if it’s not open for a few hours,’ Luna said. ‘You close it up all the time.’

‘I close it up. Operative word: “I”.’

‘I’m supposed to be your apprentice,’ Luna complained. ‘It’s not like you’re paying me to be shop assistant.’

Luna used to work for me part-time finding and buying magic items, but when I took her on as an apprentice I started paying her a stipend; mage training takes as much time as a full-time job and I wanted her focused on her lessons. ‘Actually, your apprentice duties are whatever I say they are,’ I said. ‘So in fact, right now, shop assistant is exactly what I’m paying you to be. Besides, you need the practice.’

‘Shadowing you seems like practice.’

I gave Luna a look.

Luna put her hands up. ‘Okay, okay. Look, I’m bored. Nothing’s happening at class, there aren’t any tournaments so no one wants to practise and I hardly ever see Anne and Vari these days. Even Sonder’s stopped showing up. And you haven’t exactly been Mr Sociable.’

I didn’t answer. I don’t know what my expression was like but Luna drew back slightly. ‘Well, you haven’t,’ she said defensively.

We walked a little way in silence. A pair of girls came towards us, talking, and we split to let them pass between us. ‘What were you doing there?’ Luna asked.

‘Looking for someone.’

‘Is it something to do with Richard?’

‘No.’

‘I was just wondering—’

‘It’s nothing to do with Richard.’

‘Okay.’

‘I was thinking of talking to the guy giving that lecture.’

‘Okay.’

I gave Luna a sharp look. She had a carefully neutral look which made me suspicious. ‘So who was he?’ Luna asked after a pause.

‘Who was who?’

‘The lecture guy.’

I very nearly told Luna to get lost. It wasn’t a nice way to treat her but I’ve got a knee-jerk reaction to talking about anything really personal. My instinct with anything like this is to keep it to myself.

Up until last summer, my life had been going pretty well. I’d taken in a pair of young mages named Anne and Variam, and between them, Luna and a Light mage named Sonder, I’d had something close to a real social life for the first time in ten years. I’d started to believe that I might have finally gotten away from my past.

I was wrong. In August, a group of adepts calling themselves the Nightstalkers showed up, looking for revenge for one of the uglier things I’d done while I’d been Richard’s apprentice. They couldn’t find Richard but they found me all right, and would have killed me if my friends hadn’t come to help. In the aftermath, I’d told Luna, Sonder, Anne and Variam why the Nightstalkers were after me and what I’d done for them to hate me so much.

Luna had taken it surprisingly well. She’d read between the lines and figured out most of the story before I’d even told it to her, and had decided that her loyalties lay with me. Variam, prickly but fiercely honourable, had chosen the same way. But Anne and Sonder had been less sure, and while they were still making up their minds, I’d led the Nightstalkers, young and inexperienced and painfully idealistic, into a trap in which nearly all of them had been killed. I hadn’t had much choice, but that didn’t make me feel any better about it.

Both Anne and Sonder cut off contact with me when they found out. I’d had a short and painful conversation with Anne in which she’d made it clear that she thought what I’d done was unforgivable, and from the brief attempts I’d made since then to talk to Sonder, I was pretty sure he felt the same way. A part of me agreed with them.

Keeping my past a secret hadn’t done me any favours that time. In fact, it had probably made things worse.

‘He’s my father,’ I told Luna.

‘Really?’

‘What’s with that tone of voice? I do have parents.’

‘Uh … you never talk about them.’

‘Yeah, there’s a reason for that. After they split up I didn’t see my dad for a long time, and when I did it was after my time with Richard.’ I hadn’t been in good shape back then. I’d spent most of the previous year as a prisoner in Richard’s mansion, getting periodic visits from one of Richard’s other apprentices. ‘I told him bits of the story, skipped over the magic parts, but I did tell him what I did to Tobruk.’ Namely, that I’d killed the evil little bastard.

‘Okay.’

‘My dad’s a pacifist,’ I said. ‘He doesn’t believe in violence.’

‘Seriously?’

‘Why is that so hard to believe?’

‘Well, you’re, um…’

I gave Luna a narrow look. ‘What?’

‘…I’m not finishing that sentence. So the conversation didn’t go well?’

‘My dad’s a political science professor who thinks violence is a sign of barbarism. I told him to his face that I’d committed premeditated murder and didn’t regret it.’ With hindsight that had been a spectacularly bad idea, but I hadn’t been in much of a condition to think it through. ‘How do you think the conversation went?’

‘Badly?’

We’d made our way off the university campus and back out onto the London streets, heading north towards Euston Road. ‘Do you talk to him much?’ Luna asked.

‘Last time was a couple of years ago.’

‘Does he know that you’re…?’

‘A mage? No. He thinks I got involved with criminals and that Richard was some sort of mob boss. I suppose if I worked at it I might be able to convince him that Richard was a Dark mage, but I don’t think that’d be much of an improvement.’ And if I told him what I’d done to those adepts last year …

‘How about if I went and talked to him?’ Luna suggested.

‘No.’

‘I could—’

‘No. This is one area I do not want you messing around in.’ I looked at her. ‘Clear?’

I saw Luna’s eyebrows go up and she shot me a quick glance. ‘Clear,’ she said after a moment.

We walked in silence for a few minutes. I waited to see if Luna would push her luck, but she stayed quiet. We worked our way through the London back streets, the traffic a steady noise in the background. ‘So,’ I said at last. ‘How about you tell me why you’re really here?’

‘What?’

‘You’re working up to asking me for something.’

Luna made a face. ‘Yes, it’s that obvious,’ I said. ‘Let’s hear it.’

‘If it’s a bad time—’

‘Luna…’

‘Okay, okay,’ Luna said. ‘Have you heard anything from Anne? As in lately.’

I looked at her curiously. ‘No.’

‘You sent her that message.’

‘And I got a very polite non-answer.’ It had been my third try. Give Anne credit: she does at least answer her mail. ‘Would have thought you’d be in closer touch than me.’

Luna sounded like she was choosing her words carefully. ‘Do you think you could invite her to move back in?’

I looked at Luna in surprise, about to ask if she was serious. The look on her face told me she was. ‘I know things didn’t end all that well,’ Luna continued hurriedly, ‘but it was nine months ago. She might have cooled off, right?’

‘Why are you asking about this now?’

‘Well, it’d be safer, wouldn’t it? I mean, that was why you invited them to stay.’

Back when I’d first met Anne and Variam, they’d been staying with a rakshasa named Jagadev. Rakshasas are powerful tiger-like shapeshifters from the Indian subcontinent – mages don’t trust them and vice versa, both with good reason. Jagadev had kicked them out shortly afterwards, leaving them as apprentices without a master, which in magical society is a lot like skinny-dipping in a shark tank. Anne and Variam’s only real protection had been their membership in the Light apprentice programme, a kind of magical university. Trouble is, you’re not allowed into the programme unless you’re a Light or independent apprentice in good standing, which Anne and Vari weren’t. To fix that I’d invited them to move in with me, effectively taking Jagadev’s place as their sponsor, until last summer when they’d both moved out. In Vari’s case, he’d become a Light apprentice for real, signing up with a Light Keeper. Anne hadn’t.

‘Back then they didn’t have anywhere else to go,’ I said. ‘It’s different now. Vari’s got a master, and Anne’s got that place down in Honor Oak.’

‘But she doesn’t have anyone sponsoring her.’

‘Yeah.’ We crossed the street, heading north. ‘But at least she’s still in the apprentice programme.’

Luna hesitated.

I looked at Luna. ‘What?’

‘So, about that…’

‘Please don’t tell me she left.’

‘Uh … technically, no,’ Luna said. ‘It was more like got expelled.’

‘You’ve got to be kidding me. When?’

‘The announcement was yesterday.’

‘Why now?’ I said. ‘She and Vari joined up, what, two years ago? Did some teacher get vindictive or something?’

‘No,’ Luna said. ‘They’re saying she attacked another student.’

I stared at Luna. ‘Anne attacked another student?’

‘Yeah,’ Luna said. ‘You remember Natasha?’

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Okay…’ Natasha was a Light apprentice I’d met the year before last. She’d thrown a tantrum over Luna knocking her out of a tournament, to the point of shooting her in the back with a spell which might have killed Luna if Anne hadn’t been there to heal her. I hadn’t been able to do anything to Natasha officially – her master was too well-connected and she’d got away with only a slap on the wrist – but I’d met Natasha’s master afterwards and explained very clearly what would happen to her apprentice if she did anything like that again. Apparently the lesson had stuck because Natasha’s master had kept her away from Luna ever since. If Anne had gone after Natasha, odds were Natasha had done something to deserve it.

But still … ‘Are you sure it was Anne who started it?’ I asked. ‘Natasha didn’t attack her first?’

‘I don’t think she got the chance. She went straight down and started screaming. They had to sedate her to shut her up and she hasn’t been back since.’

I gave Luna a slightly disbelieving look, but she didn’t look like she was exaggerating. She didn’t look particularly upset either, but there was a tinge of worry there as well – no matter how good her reasons for disliking Natasha, she knew this was serious.

‘Has the expulsion gone through, or is it hanging?’

‘They fast-tracked it. Natasha’s master isn’t pushing her own charges yet, though.’

‘She couldn’t, not easily. Would bring up too many awkward questions about why her apprentice wasn’t expelled for doing the same thing to you in Fountain Reach.’ I thought for a second, then shook my head. ‘Won’t help with the expulsion, though. That’ll be from the programme directors.’

‘So?’ Luna said. ‘What do you think?’

‘Having Anne move back in? It won’t fly. Might have helped if we’d done it a month ago, but it won’t be enough to get her reinstated.’

‘Oh, screw getting reinstated – most of those classes are a waste of time anyway. I’m worried about her. Being on your own as an apprentice is a really bad idea, right? Isn’t that what you keep telling me?’

‘Preaching to the choir.’

‘She could end up as a slave to a Dark mage or worse. Right?’

Which was exactly what had happened to Anne a few years ago. It was something we had in common. ‘It’s possible, yes.’

‘So?’

‘What do you mean, “so”?’ I looked at Luna. ‘Yes, you’re right. Being a mage or an adept on your own at Anne’s age is a really bad idea, especially when the apprentice grapevine makes sure everyone knows about it. So why are you telling all this to me? You should be talking to her.’

‘I did.’

‘And?’

Luna didn’t look happy. ‘Let me guess,’ I said. ‘She said no, so now you’re coming to me?’

‘Well … yeah. Could you ask her?’

The flipside of Luna’s new self-confidence is that it’s made her a lot less shy about asking for what she wants. ‘She’s made it pretty clear that she doesn’t want to talk to me, and even if she did I don’t think moving back is high on her to-do list.’

‘It doesn’t hurt to ask.’

‘Is that your new motto for dealing with mages, or something?’

Luna came to a halt in the middle of the pavement, forcing me to stop and turn to her. ‘Look, I’m worried. She’s my best friend, even if I hardly see her nowadays. I know you two don’t get on any more and I haven’t said anything, but … can’t you give it a try? It’s not as though you lose anything if she says no, right?’

Traffic went by in the street, and pedestrians changed their course to avoid us. Luna gave me a pleading look and all of a sudden my objections felt a lot weaker. I still didn’t want to do it, but it wasn’t as though Luna was really asking for much … and she wasn’t wrong about the danger Anne might be in. ‘All right,’ I said.

‘Tonight?’

‘Fine. Tonight.’

I parted company from Luna and headed south. With her out of sight it only took a couple of minutes for my thoughts to skip away from her and Anne and go back to circling the uncomfortable subject of my father.

It was probably just as well that Luna had shown up. Without her to give me a push, I might have ended up skulking outside that hall for hours. I’d been telling Luna the truth – my father had been utterly horrified at what I’d done to Tobruk (and to several others, for that matter). The bit I hadn’t told her was that even though I couldn’t see any remotely realistic way in which I could ever change my father’s mind, I’d kept on trying anyway. I’d seen my father maybe a dozen times over the past ten years, and every time the meeting had ended up devolving into the same bitter argument. He couldn’t see how violence was ever the right choice, and I couldn’t see how that attitude could ever make sense – we always said the same things and reacted the same way, as though we were acting out the script for a play we both knew by heart, with tiny variations which ultimately didn’t make any difference. Even now, as I walked through the London streets, I found myself running through the arguments with my father for the thousandth time, debating the points and imagining the counter-arguments he’d make so that I could respond to them.

On a rational level I knew it didn’t make sense. The fights with my father never achieved anything – all they did was make me strung out and depressed – yet somehow I kept having them. It was as though I needed to prove something to him; make him admit that I was right and he was wrong. It’d never happen, and I knew it would never happen, but still I carried on doing it. About the only thing that could pull my mind away from it was work.

Luckily, I had a meeting scheduled for exactly that.

I met Talisid in the Holborn restaurant we usually use for our discussions, an Italian place close enough to the station to be convenient and spacious enough to be private. Talisid greeted me, courteous as always, a middle-aged man an inch or two under average height, with a balding head and greying hair. At first glance he looks so bland that he could be part of the furniture, but a closer look might suggest a little more. I’ve known him for two years and I trust him more than anyone else on the Council, which isn’t saying much. We ordered and got down to business.

‘We’ve heard back from the Americans,’ Talisid said once we’d finished with chit-chat. ‘They’re offering to drop the issue in exchange for more information on Richard.’

‘I already told them I don’t have any more information on Richard. Am I going to have to have this conversation with every country’s Keepers?’

‘Just the two, so far,’ Talisid murmured.

The leader of the pack of adepts who’d come after me last year had been an American citizen named Will. After what had happened to him, the American Council had started making noises, and since Talisid owed me a couple of favours I’d asked him for help. For the last few months Talisid had been acting as my go-between, as well as adviser on the kind of points of law you really don’t want to ask about in public. The really screwed-up part is that under mage law, what I’d done to Will and the Nightstalkers had been perfectly legal. There’s a reason adepts don’t like the Council much.

I twirled my butter-knife absently. ‘How bad an idea would it be to tell them to get lost?’

‘They’re not going to try to extradite you, if that’s what you’re wondering,’ Talisid said. ‘But if you’re ever planning to set foot in North America, it might be a better idea to clean this up now rather than later.’

‘Fine,’ I said with a sigh. ‘Tell them – again – that I’ve no idea where Richard is or what he’s been up to, but I could fill in their files about the rest of those adepts. Maybe they’ll trade for that.’

‘It’s possible. There might be a more direct approach.’

I eyed Talisid. ‘Such as?’

‘The American Council are as interested in the reports concerning Richard as we are,’ Talisid said. ‘If you could confirm or deny them…’

I sighed. ‘Not this again.’

‘You are uniquely qualified to investigate the issue.’

‘Investigate what? A bunch of rumours?’

‘Those same rumours have persisted for almost a year,’ Talisid said. ‘In my experience that tends to indicate an active source. Besides—’

‘Is there any actual proof?’

‘No,’ Talisid said after a very slight pause.

‘I’m
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Chapter 1

The House on Wellclose Square

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ketch cleared his throat.

‘This the Jew’s house?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Why—?!’ he blurted.

And then stopped short.

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

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

‘Go on in,’ said a calm voice behind him.

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

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

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

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

‘Stay still or you shall have a kick, my girl,’ he hissed.

He turned and froze.

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

‘Hoi,’ said Ketch, by way of introduction.

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

‘Hoi!’ repeated Ketch.

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Yes,’ said a woman’s voice behind him, cold and quiet as a cut-throat razor slicing through silk. ‘Oh yes. I rather expect you will.’


Chapter 2

A Woman in Black and the Man in Midnight

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

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

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

‘Who—?’ began Ketch.

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

‘What do you want?’

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

‘I want to speak to the Jew.’

‘Why?’

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

‘I got something for him.’

‘What?’

‘A screaming girl.’

She looked at the long sack lying on the floor.

‘You have a girl in this sack?’

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

‘I want to speak to the Jew,’ repeated Ketch.

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

‘Mr Sharp? A moment of your time, please.’

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

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

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

‘So you’ve come to sell a girl?’

‘At the right price.’

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

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

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

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

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

‘What he does is none of my business.’

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

Her words cracked sharply across the table like a whiplash.

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

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

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

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

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

‘By any god, you shall not take one step further forward, Mr…’

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

‘Mr Ketch is it? Mr William Ketch…?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The woman stepped forward.

‘You are sure?’

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

‘So you are sure?’ she repeated.

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

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

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

‘I do not have that honour,’ he replied.

The woman appeared at the man’s shoulder.

‘Well?’ she said.

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

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

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

‘I am Sara Falk. I am the Jew.’

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

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

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

‘Mr Sharp?’ said Sara Falk.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Look at her hands,’ said Sara Falk.

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

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

Sara Falk exchanged a look with Mr Sharp.

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

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

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

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

She nodded, for a moment unable to speak.

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

‘Is she your daughter?’ said Sara Falk, clearing something from her throat.

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

The spark of commerce had reignited in his eyes.

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

The man and the woman stared at him.

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

‘What is her name?’ said Sara Falk.

‘Lucy. Lucy Harker. She’s just—’

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

‘What do you want to do with him?’ said the man in midnight.

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

‘It would be justice though,’ he replied equally softly.

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

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

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

‘Well,’ said Mr Sharp. ‘It seems we must pay you, Mr Ketch.’

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

‘Now,’ said Mr Sharp. ‘Gold, I think. Hold out your hands.’

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

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

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

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