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​Chapter the First

An Unpleasant Place for an Afternoon Stroll 
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There is a particular and odious smell which permeates the underworld. 

Do not mistake me, I pray. I refer not the traditional underworld in the Greek sense, nor indeed to the somewhat warmer Christian iteration. I speak instead of the world beneath the greatest city in the world. London. Oh, there are smells above without number: fumes from coal, the sharp tang of steam driven engines, the reek of the Thames, those who do not wash as regularly as one might desire. But below street level, in the endless sewers, where all the discards and effluvia of the masses of people and animals above collect in fierce and noxious profusion, and simmer, and stew, and blend, and decay...

And, of course, the recently dead have their own distinct subset of smells. The recent dead such as the one who now stalked towards me, his bare feet sloshing through the sludge, white bone showing through grey and tattered flesh.

This particular reanimate appeared to have been, in life, a blacksmith. Or perhaps a dock worker. Even in his slowly rotting condition, he still had huge arms, broad shoulders, a massive chest, and when he reached me, he would no doubt tower over me, though I am not a short man. 

Just my luck. These walking dead have only been appearing, and that rarely, for a few months. What are the odds that I would run into a blacksmith? Why should I not have the luck to meet freshly dead who were, in their living states, thin, stooped clerks, or scrawny, ill-fed beggars, or at the very least, rejects from the workhouse?

There was no help for it, naturally. I reached over my shoulder and pulled out my sword from its sheath strapped across my back. I have tried carrying one in the usual fashion, on a belt about the waist, but really, it ruined the hang of my jacket. Simply could not be borne. 

“Argh!” announced my foe. 

Or perhaps it was “Grargh!” 

It was a trifle difficult to make out his exact phrasing, as he had certainly been dead for some time and his tongue appeared to be missing. His color was that disturbing mottled grey-white, which is so dreadfully distasteful. One of his eyes was hanging out of its socket, lying on his cheek like a desiccated grape and bouncing as he shambled forward in the slow but inexorable fashion of his kind. His scalp hung in strips, bone showing through beneath matted hair, and several fingers were missing.

The remaining fingers, however, spread out in claws at the ends of his long, long arms, looked quite capable of ripping my throat out and having me for tea.

And not in the pleasant sense of cups of Darjeeling, little pink cakes and cucumber sandwiches.  

I took a two-handed grip on my sword and held it out before me. Really, I believe I looked rather dashing. It was a shame Rose wasn’t there to admire me. Still, I would give her a blow-by-blow description of my bravery later.

That was, of course, if I survived, naturally. There is always a great deal of danger in our particular line of work. Not usually quite this much danger, piled up and shambling, I am forced to admit, but we have certainly had our moments. 

I set my back against the dripping, seeping, oozing brick wall behind me—you do recall, do you not, that I was in the sewers?—and prepared for battle.

The reanimate stumbled forward, one step, two, three. He had appeared from the mouth of a tunnel directly across from the one I had exited some little time earlier. We inhabited, it appeared, some sort of junction deep within the elaborate drainage system of London. Opposite me, other mouths of other tunnels lined the walls. Brick vaulted above us, creating a huge nave which gave the appearance of a sort of utilitarian cathedral. High above, iron grates speckled the ceiling, and watery light trickled down here and there to sparkle in rainbows when it hit the puddles below. Not nearly enough light to see well by, of course, but my trusty bull’s-eye lantern sat at my feet. The room was every bit of seventy feet across or more, and my foe was hardly moving at a brisk pace. 

I sighed, kept my sword in my right hand and pulled my pocket watch out with the other. The fobs on the chain gave a cheerful tinkle as I snapped the cover open and angled it to a beam of my lantern.

Half past eleven. I was going to be late for luncheon if the gentleman didn’t hurry. 

I tucked my watch away and resumed my two-handed grip. 

Have you ever noticed how, when things are looking bad, they can so suddenly grow far, far worse? It seems to happen to me quite often, I have found. Perhaps it is due to a misspent youth, or to the fact that I make my living as a conjurer? Tricking the public into believing the impossible—and paying for the privilege, mind you—five nights a week, with a matinee on Saturdays. The Amazing Blackthorne, at the Egyptian Hall, 111 Piccadilly. It is not my only occupation, as you may suspect from my present predicament, but it does pay the bills. Some of them, at any rate. 

But allow me to return to my shambling blacksmith and the sudden transition from bad to worse. Behind him, from the stygian mouth of the same tunnel, came another reanimate.

And another.

And yet one more. 

Making, and allow me to assist on the off chance that you are as mathematically challenged as I am, four. 

Although my dear Rose assures me I am fearless, I know better. And I am far from stupid.

I kept my sword in one hand, grabbed the handle of my lantern with the other, and did the only logical and intelligent thing.

I turned and departed in the most precipitate fashion. 

Indeed, I feel it safe to say I ran like a frightened child towards the mouth of the tunnel I’d so recently exited. My lantern swung, casting wild shadows on the dank, rough walls. I splashed through puddles whose contents I dared not consider. Well. These boots were a complete loss, not to mention my trousers. 

The floor was uneven, I found the instant after I stepped into a hole disguised by a puddle. 

“Stern letter of complaint to the London Sewer Board,” I gasped as I fell to one knee. I kept a death grip on both sword and lantern as I scrambled up.  

And of course, I had no doubt that I had reached the tunnel well before the reanimates were even halfway across the cavernous junction. They may be dead. They may smell to high heaven. Their eating habits may be disgusting. But thank all the multitudes of ancient gods, they’re slow.

I took a quick glance over my shoulder, expecting to see them no further than halfway across the cavern. 

Claws scraped the back of my greatcoat, just missing my nose. I admit, it is a rather large nose, quite Roman, but I have no wish to shorten it, especially by such a method.

I turned and ran faster, cursing under my breath.

What happened to the shambling gait, and when did these blasted things learn to move so quickly? 

The tunnel was far smaller than the cavern I had just left, conveniently full of arcing turns, and the echoes of my pursuers reverberated through it in the most ghastly way imaginable. I ran, confident I could outpace them, but not confident enough to consider slowing down by the merest fraction.

Can you, can anyone, cast the faintest bit of blame?

I knew the next junction I reached would have a stout iron gate I could lock behind me, so I was not too terribly concerned. The tunnel curved around to my left, then straightened in front of me. 

The gate, that dear gate to which I was looking forward so much, was there.

But it wasn’t open, as I had left it. 

Oh, dear me no. Of course not. 

It was closed in front of me.

Shutting me in with the things close behind me. 

One of which took that particular instant to give voice. 

“Earrrgrrr,” it said, or something to that effect. 

“Dear Lord,” I muttered as I skidded to a stop in front of the gate, “let Thaddeus be there.”

I set my lantern down and gave the rusty metal a shake. 

Ah. Shut. In fact, I could see quite clearly the shiny new lock I had brought with me looped between two links of a piece of old chain around the hasp. 

Interesting. A pity I had no time to consider the matter, as things were rather coming to a head.

But hope springs eternal, as Mr. Pope so succinctly put it.

“Thaddeus!” I shouted. “Thaddeus?”

Silence.

So, either my man had deserted his post—impossible and, in point of fact, unthinkable—or he had been forcibly removed. Thaddeus is twenty-three stone eleven pounds, his excess weight due to several rather tasty metal and gutta-percha additions to his frame created by my darling Rose, who is an inventress of some note. He stands over six feet, is quite handy with his fists—one of which you do not wish to come in contact with anything about the face—and he always carries a variety of weapons about his person. So the fact that he was missing was not a reassuring thought. 

A scuffling sound behind me alerted me to the oncoming danger. 

I turned. Rather more quickly than I had anticipated, my pursuers were upon me. 

The large blacksmith was first. He shambled forward, emitting groans and growls, and swiped at me with both hands. 

Fortunately, reanimates are far from graceful. 

I swung my sword, lopping one hand off cleanly about halfway to the elbow. It fell to the rough floor and wriggled, the fingers grasping at air. Then it struggled over on its palm and skittered away in into the shadows like some ghastly gigantic spider.

Well. That was interesting. In general, as I am sure you yourself have noticed, bits of reanimates cut from the parent body do not have life of their own. 

I took another swipe at the massive reanimate and his head, teeth still clacking, went flying. It hit the creature shambling behind directly atop its own head, which seemed to addle the undecapitated gentleman quite nicely. He staggered backwards, bumping into the scrawny woman behind and bowling her over. Then the headless blacksmith, scouting about for its missing parts, surged against them both and they fell into a tumble of waving arms and legs.

Wait. Three. Where was the other reanimate I had seen emerge? Had there not been four? I scanned the dark tunnel as far as I could see, but no shambling corpse met my eyes.

At any other time, this would have been a relief. But you can imagine my concern. 

Still, for the moment I had a breathing space, though I suspected it would not last long. Eventually these dead yet undying creatures would sort themselves out. I turned and rattled the bars of the gate, though not with any real sense of hope.

“Thaddeus!” I yelped in a tone far from my usual stage-trained baritone. I fear, in fact, that it was more of a squeak. 

“Mister Jonathan!”

I sighed in relief as I peered through the grate. “Here, Thaddeus. Where are you? Can you get this damned gate open, please? I am in rather a touchy spot, old man.”

On the other side of the locked gate was a middle-sized junction room, not so large as the one where I had first encountered my pursuers. It was better lit than my current tunnel, from overhead grates and the several lanterns which beamed about the
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