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      Prologue


      LONDON


      1st May, 1816


      A man standing straddle-legged, pelvis outthrust and one-eyed lad in hand, braced on the lip of merd-urinous Fleet Ditch in the blackness of a cool spring night with an aaaahhhh. That’s where it all began to turn — assuming that anything can really be said to begin anywhere, and isn’t one great tangle of consequence snarling all the way back to Adam’s first rumpety-bump with Eve. But that was the moment — right there — when an irrevocable step was took, which led to the next and then to the one that followed after, faster and faster, slip-sliding down a mountainside of feverish intentions ’til all at once the bottom had fallen away and there we were, plunging headlong and confounded to Perdition.


      And there at the turning stands Dick Whycher.


      Dick was a clerk at a ship chandler’s. He’d been out on a spree with a mate of his, a carpenter’s apprentice called Toby Fegen. They’d visited various boozing-kens in the winding streets by the river, and now they were stumbling homewards. Toby led the way, the light from his bull’s-eye lantern lurching in the murk like the beacon on a ship at sea. The streets were slippery with rain from an earlier storm and Toby splashed through puddles.


      “Half a second,” Dick had announced, drawn up short by nature’s call.


      “I wouldn’t, Dick,” Toby warned, as he saw what his friend was about. “I would not do this. I’ve told you before.”


      Dick belched in reply, and rootled in his breeches.


      That had been nearly a minute ago, for Dick Whycher was a prodigious pisser. It was a source of considerable pride to him, along with his teeth, which were largely unrotted. His hair was thinning, alas; but no man was ever perfect, and in any case Dick Whycher wore a hat, a low sloping affair that perched at a rakish angle as he gazed up into the night, listening to the splashing from below. The night was surprisingly clear, for London. The storm had blown itself out an hour ago and now there were stars, by God, twinkling down upon Dick Whycher pissing. It filled him with a sudden wonderment, as if something immense was being hinted to him about the universe and his especial place within it, which he might if just slightly more sober have grasped in an instant of blinding transformation.


      “I know you don’t believe me, Dick,” Toby Fegen was saying darkly. “I’m just saying it’s a Fact.”


      Toby had come up beside him, breeches firmly buttoned. A sailor had told him once of a creature like a tiny eel, with teeth, that lived in the rivers of somewhere treacherous such as Africa or possibly Peru, which would swim up the stream of them as pissed in the water and straight through the solitary eye of the breeches-adder, with consequences too shocking for any man to contemplate. The sailor knew a man this happened to, who died after three days of shrieking. Besides, it was Science.


      Toby Fegen was not a learned man, but he knew about Science. This was a bold new age of discovery and Science was everywhere on the march, overturning new rocks each day and exclaiming at what wriggled underneath. There were men with telescopes looking at the stars, and men in balloons rising up towards heaven. And if there were microscopic eels in Africa or Peru, then Toby was not about to piss in Fleet Ditch. It was foetid and reeking and clogged with refuse, dead dogs and cats and rodents and worse, and God only knew what teeth might exist on any microscopic eel as could live in that.


      “Jesus,” Toby said abruptly.


      “Eh?” said Dick, still gazing skyward.


      Toby raised the bull’s-eye for a better look. “Down there.”


      “What?”


      “There.”


      Dick peered.


      A bundle of rags, or so he first assumed. Dimly illuminated beneath the dwindling arc of his waters, which sparkled in the lantern light. But it wasn’t rags.


      “Jesus Aloysius Christ,” said Toby. “On a stick.”


      The man lay on his back, half sunk in ooze. A little man in a weskit that had once been red, with spindly legs akimbo, eyes wide and staring blindly up at whoever was pissing down. One arm was outflung, as if to grope for his spectacles, which poked up from the mire just out of reach. A cracked round lens caught the light and glinted.


      Dick Whycher saw at once what must be done.


      “Guy’s Hospital,” he said. “Across the bridge. We’ll dredge him out and take him there. We’ll take him to the surgeons.”


      “The man is dead! And not just dead, but murdered. Look — someone’s gone and slit ’is throat!” In the lantern light it gaped in a dreadful grin. “We’ll clear off, Dick, is what we’ll do. Before someone comes by and supposes we ’ad somethink to do with it.”


      But Dick was clambering down into the ditch and calling for Toby to do likewise.


      “Dick!” wailed Toby. “’Ee’s long past needing of a Nospital — there’s no surgeon in the world could be of use to ’im!”


      “But he’s of use to the surgeons, Tobe — and they’ll pay. Four quid is the value on this one. Which is four quid more than you’re worth, squeaking and flapping your arms. We’ll take him to the Porter at Guy’s Hospital. There’s a door for it round the back.”


      “’Ow do you — ?”


      “Because I know it, Tobe. I once met a man, all right? Now give us a hand!”


      Dick Whycher always seemed to know. He knew a man, or one who knew another man, or lived just round the corner from his cousin, and was according-wise stuffed full of the most remarkable bits of information from London’s underbelly, sifted like coins from the sludge of the sewers. Now he was knee-deep in the ooze, squelching down to hoist the little man and snapping for Toby Fegen to make himself less useless.


      For another moment, Toby stood rooted. It was horribly wrong, in every conceivable way. The man had been murdered and surgeons were ghouls and one instant of wretched misfortune was all it would take — a bleary-eyed Charley sloping round a corner, with a bull’s-eye and a snort of surprise — for this to end with two necks in a noose and the Newgate Hornpipe for Toby and Dick. And that wasn’t even taking account of the eels.


      Four pound, on the other hand, was four pound.


      With a gargle of desperate misgiving, Toby set down his lantern and slid.


      


      Thus the turning began.


      The monstrous re-enactment of a birth — so it must have seemed, if you’d been there in the darkness watching. Peering from the mouth of an alley, perhaps, with the rotting hulks of the buildings hemming you in like creaking old ruffians of evil intent, though what you’d be doing in such a wretched neighbourhood at such a time of night I couldn’t say, a decent soul such as yourself. Two midwives cursing in the moonlight, knee-deep in slime. The twisted infant hauled upwards, pale and dripping. Then out of the ditch and away down the cobbles, the newly-born braced between the two of them, head lolling and toes dragging. Bound for the Death House and the slab and the surgeons, and one of them in particular. A man named Mr Dionysus Atherton, whose deeds — both prodigious and unutterable — are at the heart of all that follows.


      And here I am at the end of it, scribbling these words by the stub of a candle in a small stone room, with St Paul’s bell nearby counting out the days and hours that remain to me. A man might be moved to take stock, at such a moment. Reckon up the tally of a lifetime: the good deeds entered in one paltry desperate column — Christ, can there really be so few? — offset against all the sprawling ledgers of the small and mean and ill, with sheets to come, whole folios, of Opportunities Frittered/Squandered/Lost. A man might turn to prayer at such a moment. Just in case — cos you never know, do you? Perhaps there really is something beyond, though Meg Nancarrow said no — nothing but the darkness, she said, Old Night plummeting with vast black falcon’s wings — and Meg was someone who should know the truth, better than any soul now living on this earth. A man at such a moment could begin to wail aloud in pure panic rising up, and desolation.


      I will write as swiftly as I can. There is so very much to say, and such little time left in which to say it. I need you to know what Dionysus Atherton did. You must have the facts, and judge for yourself. What he did to Your Wery Umble Narrator, but most of all to others. To Bob Eldritch, rising from that table with a peacock scream, and Meg Nancarrow, and my poor friend Isaac Bliss. The awful deeds committed and the worse deeds done in consequence. The breaking of the very bonds that make us human, in the quest for being something more.


      But once you’ve finished, you’ll know the truth. I’ll have achieved that much, at least. And I made my choices and did what I did, and have no right to be blubbering now.


      If they ask you, tell them I smiled.

    


    

  


  
    
      1


      8th April, 1816


      (Twenty-three days earlier)


      The day had begun splendidly for Dionysus Atherton, though not so well for Ronald Peake.


      Peake had a go at dying game. He tottered unassisted up the steps, and reaching the scaffold he raised his head and cried in quavering defiance to the multitude: “Soon I shall know the Great Secret!” But his nerve broke on the last syllable, and after that it was dunghill all the way, which was as much as anyone expected. Peake was a weedy little man, a poisoner. He took to caterwauling as Mr Langley the hangman tied up the halter and put on the white hood, and with his last uninterrupted breath was heard to cry out for his mother — which was dunghill as it gets, considering as his Ma was the one he poisoned. Then all words were gone with a hempen thud, and a great roar went up from the twenty thousand who had gathered outside Newgate Prison on this clear bright April morning.


      Dionysus Atherton consulted his timepiece, and made a note: the subject dropped at one minute past eight.


      The subject was now jerking like a fish on a line, since Mr Langley had not dropped him far, just the customary six inches. The rate of strangulation would depend upon several factors, none of which favoured Ronald Peake, whose weight — so Atherton had estimated with his practised eye — was no more than eight stone. Worse, Peake had no friends to offer financial encouragement, without which Mr Langley would not have waxed the rope. In the death cell Peake had broken down and admitted poisoning his mother, an elderly widow with whom he had lived throughout his adult life, on the grounds that she fed him slop. This revelation was detailed in his Last Dying Confession. Such a document was a time-honoured tradition at hangings, hastily printed on broadsheet and hawked about for a penny. The Revd Dr Cotton, spiritual adviser to the inmates of Newgate, was widely believed to be the source of the information, for which printers would pay handsomely.


      At 8.04 the jerking ceased momentarily, before resuming with greater vigour.


      Atherton stood in the very thickest of the crush. Here in the shadow of the gallows he was wedged in on all sides, which made it awkward to negotiate pencil and notebook. He might have bought a place in a shop window opposite, or upon a nearby balcony, amongst the young swells and the well-fed family groupings. There he might have observed unmolested, with keen scientific detachment. But that wouldn’t prime the vital juices like standing with the throng. And nothing stirred the blood quite like a hanging.


      “There is such life in it.”


      He had spoken aloud.


      “Well, not f’much longer, ducks. But ent ’ee ’avin’ a go! Dancing all the way to the churchyard, that one — ’ats off, there, you in front!”


      A slattern, wedged by his elbow. Arched on tiptoes for a better glimpse, and eyeing him slantways.


      “One of them scribblers, are you? Penny-a-line feller?”


      Atherton chuckled by way of reply.


      “No, then? No, you don’t look the sort. Grubby little buggers, most of ’em. Wotcher doing then, ’andsome?”


      “I am extending the range of human possibility.”


      She would have been quite fetching in her prime, with all her teeth and the dew of her youth upon her. Even now — two-and-twenty, at the least — she retained a cheerful fuckability. Her name, Atherton decided, should be Blossom.


      “I got a room,” said Blossom. “Not far. Extend something else f’yez, if you like.”


      Peake gave a twitch after some moments of dangling like an empty sack, and resumed thrashing. He was given up for dead at 8.12, and again at 8.17 and 8.33. All movement finally ceased at 8.48, and death was pronounced at two minutes past nine. But when the moment had actually come — or whether indeed it had come yet at all, as they cut him down and loaded him onto the cart — could not be said with certainty. Death’s mechanism remained a mystery, despite all the advancements of Science. Dionysus Atherton knew that as well as any man in London. It was almost as great as the Mystery of what might come after.


      *


      Blossom’s room was in Seacoal Lane, but they stopped in an alley nearby. It stank of piss and worse, but it was relatively private, and Blossom was duly encouraged onto her knees. Morning sun beamed in a warm shaft through the buildings as she tugged Atherton’s breeches down about his thighs. There was nothing like it, he thought: sunlight upon his face, and an April breeze playing gently about the nethers, as Blossom bobbed briskly. Spreading his arms, he imagined himself upon a balcony in Rome, blessing multitudes.


      Afterwards he gave her half a guinea. Whatever else he may have been, he was never mean with his purse. It wanted four minutes of ten when he arrived at Bowell and Son, in the warren of streets behind St Bart’s Hospital. The sign above the door showed a painted coffin.


      Peake was in the cellar, he was informed, the cart from Newgate having arrived some minutes earlier.


      “How many minutes?”


      The undertaker consulted his own timepiece. “Seven.”


      At 9.49 the clatter of hooves had been heard in the yard without, and at 9.51 the Subject had been unloaded. Yes, Mr Bowell assured the surgeon, these times were exact, Mr Bowell’s timepiece being an instrument of great precision. It had been passed down from his grandfather to his father, both highly punctilious men, as was the present Mr Bowell.


      Atherton frowned. The corpse cut down at 9.02, and in the cart by 9.04. Then another forty-five minutes before its arrival here, not half a mile away?


      “Teeming humanity, Mr Atherton. The welter of the living. The cart must negotiate the crowd as it leaves the Event.”


      The undertaker gave a sigh, expressive of the ultimate futility of all mortal endeavour. His was a gaunt face with a blunt jaw and high cheek-bones, curiously reminiscent of a coffin. One wondered if he was born that way, or whether this was related to the phenomenon — well-known, though not Scientifically authenticated — by which owners came to resemble their dogs.


      “Does Mr Atherton wish to view the Subject?”


      He did, though he misliked those forty-five minutes. The delay would make no difference in the present case, since he intended no procedure upon this particular corpse beyond dissection — the customary carving-up in the reeking, shrieking charnel house at St Thomas’s Hospital. But there were other procedures — there was One, in particular — for which he was gathering data and laying his plans. And forty-five minutes could well pose an obstacle, should he attempt it upon a corpse from the Newgate gallows.


      “I will send my man round this evening to collect it,” he said. “Keep it here for me ’til then.”


      The undertaker inclined his coffin-shaped head. This was no trouble; and even if it were, trouble would be gladly taken on Mr Atherton’s behalf. Mr Atherton had always been kind, very generous indeed. There was a twitching of the cheeks, followed by a painstaking elevation of the corners of the mouth, as though Mr Bowell’s smile were an outcome achieved via levers and pulleys.


      “And how is the boy?” asked Atherton.


      The smile creaked into an expression of regret.


      “The apprentice, you mean? Still amongst the living, Mr Atherton. Still with us in this vale of tears. But he declines.”


      

      The boy’s name was Isaac Bliss. He was crouched over a work-bench as they came down the stairs, his back bowed like a barrel hoop.


      The workshop was a cellar room, dank and smelling of sawdust, with planks of wood stacked against one wall and a coffin taking shape upon a trestle. Light struggled in from one small window opening onto the yard; on sunny days, dust-motes would dance before Isaac. Nothing danced behind him, for behind was the room where the Subjects were laid out for preparation. Isaac could feel them at his back, as he worked; just there, on the other side of the wall, staring sightless at the roof beams. Sometimes when old timbers creaked he imagined it the sound of necks rotating, as they turned their faces towards him. Plink-plink went pennies, falling from eyelids.


      “You have a visitor, Bliss,” said Mr Bowell.


      Isaac turned, but didn’t straighten. Isaac never straightened. Because of this he had come cheap from the Foundling Hospital in Lamb’s Conduit Fields, bent foundlings being available at a discount.


      “It’s the medical gentleman. Come to visit you again, of the goodness of his heart.”


      “Hello, young Isaac,” said Atherton. Smiling, for they were chums. He had noticed the boy some weeks ago, and come back several times to visit.


      Isaac recoiled — as best a boy may do, whose back is bowed like a barrel hoop.


      “Get away,” he said.


      “Bliss!” exclaimed the undertaker.


      “You lied to me, Mr Bowell. ’Ee’s not a doctor — ’ee’s a surgeon!”


      He said the word as if it might summon the Fiend.


      Mr Bowell’s mouth turned down dramatically. The expression came naturally, and did not require mechanical assistance. “Who told you such a thing?”


      There was movement at the top of the stairs. Thos Bowell the Younger peered down: a spotty youth of sixteen, trying not to look like a young viper with nothing better to do than to torment defective apprentices.


      His progenitor continued to glower. “This gentleman is your benefactor, Bliss. You have your Place because of this gentleman!”


      True enough. Discovering that Isaac was even more defective than he had supposed, the undertaker had been set to send him back to the Foundling Hospital. But Atherton, upon noticing the boy, had intervened, offering to reimburse Mr Bowell for Isaac’s keep, with a little bit extra to offset inconvenience. Now he dropped to one knee, regarding Isaac earnestly. “I want to help you,” he said.


      “I know what you want.”


      “Does the pain grow worse?”


      “There ent no pain,” swore Isaac, clenching himself against it.


      “Is it harder to breathe?”


      “Never.”


      The curvature of the spine had been more pronounced each time Atherton had come. Today there was a rattling in the lungs. Isaac’s eyes were huge and hollow.


      “I’m fine, sir. Right as rain. So please go an’ ’elp someone else.”


      He was twelve years old. Isaac Bliss was the name he had been given at the Foundling Hospital, where they were famous for the whimsicality of their naming. Isaac’s only friend there had been Augustus Rectitude; the two of them had been daily cowed by a girl called Janet Friendly.


      “Let me listen to your lungs.”


      “No,” said Isaac, shrinking further.


      “I won’t hurt you.”


      “You’re not to put me there,” the boy burst out. “Not on one of them shelves you ’ave!”


      “What shelves?”


      “The ones you’ve got in the locked room at that ’ouse of yours, full of ’orrors! The little lamb with two ’eads, and the baby crorkindill, and them other things without they even got names, all twisted in jars!”


      Bowell the Younger still hovered atop the stairs. Atherton shot him a look that had pure murder in it. But his face was mild as he turned back to poor Isaac.


      “There is no such room in my house, and no such shelf, and no such intention of mine,” he said. “You have my word upon it, as your friend.”


      He spoke with earnest intensity, holding Isaac with his gaze. He had blue, blue eyes, did Dionysus Atherton. The bluest eyes that ever yet existed.


      “I’ll tell you something else,” he said. “Nature is a most cunning physician. I’ve seen fellows sink much lower than you — many of them, Isaac, and they were given up for lost — who awoke one fine morning and rose to their feet and snapped their fingers at the doctor. I’ve seen it often and again — snapped their fingers at him, exclaiming ‘A fig, sir, for your powders and your potions!’”


      He leaned in close, and lowered his voice. Isaac’s whole world was the blue of those eyes.


      “It is my private opinion, young Isaac, that you may outlive the lot of us. And so I ask you for a favour, friend to friend. On the day of my funeral — and may it be many years from now — on the day of my funeral, you must pause for a little moment, as you hear the procession pass by. You must say, to whosoever might be close to hand: ‘There passes a man whom I knew in my youth. He did his best, and helped where he could, and I pray God will pardon the rest.’ And then, young Isaac — this is most important of all — you must raise your hand in my honour, and snap your fingers.”


      It would have warmed every cockle of your heart if you’d been there to see, cos a flicker of actual hope had kindled in Isaac’s eyes. This was Atherton’s gift, one of so very many. He could summon such powers of reassurance that you could not help but believe him. And for the span of a slow spreading smile — in the pure blue radiance of the moment — I swear that Dionysus Atherton believed himself.


      He slipped the boy a sixpence.


      “There,” exclaimed Mr Bowell. “Now, Bliss — what do you say to your benefactor?”


      Bent like a barrel hoop, Isaac twisted his head to look up at the surgeon. A tremulous smile tugged. He raised one spindly arm, and snapped his fingers.


      Atherton clapped his hands in delight. “Well done, young Isaac!”


      Outside, he paused for a private word with Bowell the Younger, explaining what he would do to vipers who tormented defectives — the description would wake Young Thos up six nights running, with the gibbering meemies — after which he gave an extra guinea to the undertaker.


      “Treat Isaac well,” he said quietly. “Do you understand me, Mr Bowell? The scoliosis is grievously advanced, and there is nothing to be done. But he is a human creature, and deserves your consideration. Do not work him over-hard. Make sure he has sufficient food, and a blanket at night. And send me word directly, when he fails.”


      *


      And you may say to Your Umble Narrator: How do you know? Were you there on that day to witness? At the hanging, or at Bowell’s, or in that alley near Seacoal Lane where Blossom bobbed and Dionysus Atherton imagined himself exalted? Were you inside the man’s head, to hear his inmost thoughts and share the deepest intimations of his heart?


      And the truth is: no, I was not. Not on the day I’ve just been describing, or on many others still to come. But I know what Atherton did, on each of them. I’ve ferreted out the pieces, one by one, and puzzled them together. Oh, he’s a great one for puzzles, is Your Wery Umble Narrator. A great one for ferreting, as you’ll come to understand once we’ve been properly introduced.


      So yes, I know what Dionysus Atherton did. I know what he did next, and I know what he was thinking while he did it. And what I don’t know, I can guess — because I know the man. I have come to know his heart as I know my own.


      Look at him now, striding down Aldersgate Street.


      The streets are still choked with crowds from the hanging. Carts clattering, coachmen bellowing, drunken louts lurching amongst the long-suffering respectable, who hold their wives close and their purses closer. Outside a gin-shop some Nymphs of the Pave exchange jeers with a clutch of passing Rainbows — gay young bucks, that is to say, on a roister. Around the corner a half-pay officer trembles one of their sisters against the wall, to the great disgust of all right-thinking passers-by, and the greater delight of a murder of apprentices, who commence pelting the amorous couple with clods of horse-shit. In other words, London is being London, in this year of 1816.


      It is a year since Waterloo. Bonaparte is in exile on St Helena, and our Redcoats are back home. Many are missing bits, to be sure; an arm or a leg. Tom Lobster may be seen hopping himself along any street in London, or sitting on the corner, cap in hand, such being the fortune of war. There is a public house with this very name — the Fortune of War at Pye Corner, which will shortly come into this narrative — so named by one of its long-ago owners who had lost one arm and both legs in a battle at sea. But there is a new energy surging through the Metropolis, after a lean and anxious decade. A sense that much may be possible again — and very little may be forbidden. The topsy-turvy feeling that something has utterly fallen apart, though you can’t be sure what it is, and that something throbbing and burgeoning has begun. There is a mood of seeking and striving and seizing, and Atherton is as one with the Spirit of his Age. He glistens with it.


      Amidst the throng, he is half a head taller than all but the tallest, and handsomer than any. He wears fawn-coloured breeches and a sky-blue coat, and his hair is long and golden. He would have a man come in to curl it for an hour each morning, except he’d never have the patience. So it is wild instead, which suits him all the better.


      Crossing Cannon Street he makes towards the Thames, bound for Guy’s Hospital, where he is the brightest rising star in the chirurgical firmament. Guy’s is on the south side of the river; he will hire a lighter to ferry him across.


      He redoubles his pace.


      He is forever eager to arrive, wherever he is going. Once there, he is eager to be away. He was in motion well before dawn today, when he arose to supervise a dissection, and many times he is still in motion when dawn comes peeping again. At Guy’s he will conduct his rounds in a whirlwind, with worshipful students flapping behind. He will scarcely slow down when he lectures — pacing back and forth, words cascading.


      There is no one swifter in surgery, either. Not even his old schoolmate Alec Comrie, whose own speed is legendary. And there is certainly no one swifter to reach for the scalpel to begin with. No one even half as swift, not when patients must be held down shrieking, and surgeons themselves are chalk-white as they commence. The only exception occurs at the dissecting table. There in the Death House — with the rats and the stench and the horror and the sparrows (oh, I’ll tell you of the sparrows) and the corpses carved and grinning — Atherton is stillness itself. He’ll stand for hours in searing concentration, separating layers of tissue with tiny measured movements.


      “Soon I shall know the Great Secret!”


      Ronald Peake’s last words upon the scaffold. And by now Peake knows it, doesn’t he? At ten minutes past eleven on this Monday morning, as Atherton is borne across the Thames with the air of a man who might choose to part it instead, the poisoner has arrived upon another shore. He knows what the surgeon does not.


      Not yet.


      

      2


      When Jemmy Cheese was very young, his brother Edward had warned him about the fireplace. It gaped like a maw in the middle of the room, and if Jemmy ventured too near, the Devil would come bursting from the chimbley with a shriek and a bang, to hale him away with all the other wicked boys who fiddled with their willies. Unless the gobbling witch in the jakes got him first, clutching with her talons from beneath him as he squatted. Jemmy had in consequence spent his boyhood with a dismal clammy squirming in his guts.


      He feels that way again tonight.


      He breaks stride as they cross Whitechapel Road, switching the sack from one shoulder to the other and casting a chary look skyward, cos he does not like the looks of that moon.


      “’S nothing to fret about,” mutters Little Hollis, skulking alongside.


      But a moon is always bad. This one has slipped behind the clouds, plunging them back into darkness. It has been doing this for some time. It disappears, but then an edge will come sidling out again, dirty-white and deceitful, like an old whore leering from a window.


      Jemmy follows, but the clamminess grows worse. Another man might put this down to the oysters, which slosh with his long clumping strides. Jemmy Cheese has partaken of two dozen, along with four quarts of porter; tonight’s enterprise is not of a sort that a man can approach in the nakedness of sobriety, with nothing to stand between him and what he is up to. But it isn’t the oysters. It is the old gobbling-witch-down-beneath sensation, coming on all sudden and sick. It dawns upon Jemmy that he is having a whatsit, a thingummy, when a man senses that something dreadful is about to happen.


      He had met Little Hollis at the Fortune of War Tavern, which is where these nights customarily began. After a period of fortification they had set off, stopping briefly at the alley where Little Hollis had stashed the implements. Now they are on the Ratcliffe Highway, angling east towards St George-in-the-East churchyard.


      A premonition. It occurs to Jemmy that he is having a premonition. It is strong enough to make him break his stride, and puts him on the cusp of turning round again and long-shanking it straight home to Meg. Except how would he explain this to his brother? Ned would fly into a rage and call him obtusus and sundry cruel words besides, many of them in Latin, for Edward Cheshire is a scholard. Ned is cleverer than the surgeons themselves. He owns a pawn-shop near Old Street, and is going to become a dentist.


      The moon slides through the clouds again, illuminating Little Hollis looking back. He hisses — “’S this way” — and gestures.


      There is a wall around the churchyard, with spikes on top and doubtless broken glass as well, this being the sort of low trick they are up to nowadays, to thwart the Doomsday Men. A wide gate in the front, and another along the side, much narrower. Unlocked, just as Ned had promised; he had fixed it with the Sexton. It creaks on rusty hinges, and the trees along the graveyard wall stir uneasily. Barren branches rattle.


      “Wait,” says Jemmy.


      Something is wrong.


      Jemmy Cheese is not well suited to this work, even at the best of times. He has too much imagination for it, to begin with. But something is doubly wrong about tonight.


      Little Hollis is already scuttling ahead, however, and Ned’s wrath would be unbearable. Worst of all his lovely Meg might shake her head in that way of hers and wonder — for the ten thousandth time — what the Devil she was to do with him.


      So he follows.


      There are scores of graveyards dotted about the Metropolis, unweeded gardens of death. St George-in-the-East is one of the largest: three acres of festering putrefaction, with headstones jumbling higgledy like an old woman’s teeth. This graveyard serves a parish of forty thousand souls, and Londoners die at a relentless pace, bless their hearts. They must be buried, and lie in peace ’til Gabriel’s Horn sounds the dreadful Day of Judgement — or ’til the likes of Little Hollis and Jemmy Cheese emerge from the sable of the night, with shovels and sacks. Little Hollis hazards a wink of his bull’s-eye lantern, sliding the gate open an inch. By the yellow gleam they find the grave they’re seeking: fresh dirt piled on from this morning’s burial, and a plain white cross.


      There are pebbles as well, strewn apparently at random, and small white shells. These must be carefully moved, and meticulously replaced after the exhumation, for there is in fact nothing random about them at all. Friends of the departed with guile in their hearts will arrange such items directly after the burial, returning to see if they’ve been disturbed. If so, there will be exclamations of dismay, and the fetching of shovels, and louder exclamations if the grave turns out to be empty, and the swearing of terrible oaths. Often this will excite wider suspicion; neighbouring graves will be dug up, leading frequently to the discovery that these are equally vacant. In extreme cases it will be discovered that an entire graveyard has been honeycombed, as if it had been filled with corpses so saintly that the Almighty had been moved to rapture them directly skyward, snatching them from the very mouths of indignant maggots.


      Such discoveries are always bad for the Doomsday trade. There is furious denunciation in the news-sheets and heightened vigilance, with Watchmen poking their snouts about. Worse yet, friends of the newly departed come into the churchyards at night. They lurk in places of concealment, with cudgels.


      Little Hollis sets the lantern down, and they begin.


      It is Necessary, this act they are about to perform; every Doomsday Man in England would tell you that, and so would every surgeon. There are hundreds of surgeons and medical students in London alone — never mind the rest of England — working at the hospitals and at the private anatomy schools, of which there are dozens; and each one of them needs cadavers to carve. How else are they to learn and experiment, save on living patients, pinned down and squalling? And there lies the foundation of the Doomsday trade. The Law entitles the College of Surgeons to take possession of four murderers hanged at Newgate each year — but only four, and thousands are required. For all the rest, the surgeons and anatomists must rely on the Doomsday Men — Resurrectionists — grave-robbers.


      Dig a narrow slanting shaft down to the head of the coffin: this is the knack of it. The shovels are wooden, for these make less noise. It can take an hour or more, if the dirt is packed down and the coffin lies deep. But a proper planting costs money, and tonight’s subject is only a coachman. The poor aren’t dug so diligently. Often they’ll be stacked atop of others, two or even three in the same grave, the topmost scarcely deeper than a potato.


      Sure enough, they are barely two feet down when Jemmy’s shovel thuds. They clear enough dirt away to expose the very end of the coffin, and Jemmy reaches for a crowbar to prise the lid — gently, now, to minimize the noise — snapping the cheap wood against the weight of the earth above. Little Hollis fixes a grappling hook to the burial shroud and then stands back as Jemmy sets his heels and hauls on the rope, like a fisherman raising his net.


      Wind agitates the trees. They creak their consternation, as if appalled that such wickedness exists in the world. As the body flops onto the ground, the coachman’s face peeps out of the shroud, a bruised pupa unpeeled in its grim cocoon. It is the faces that haunt Jemmy: blue-veined and slack-jawed and ghastly white. It seems to him there is something he ought to do or say, if only he could think what it is.


      He had confessed this once to Meg. She’d been drinking gin that day, and laughed at him. “Tell them to rise up and walk,” she had said. Meg would get that way on the blue ruin. She is angry, Meg — the angriest person he has ever known. She keeps the anger stoppered up, but down deep she is seething and blue ruin uncorks the bottle.


      Jemmy loads the coachman into the sack, and they shovel the dirt back into the grave. There is something special about this one, it seems. One of the surgeons, Mr Atherton, is particularly keen to have this one upon his dissecting table, and is paying extra for the privilege — six pounds, half again the going rate. Jemmy hasn’t asked why, though he guesses the surgeon once performed some procedure on the subject, and wants to analyze the results. Surgeons are known to keep track of former patients for years, awaiting their chance.


      Four pounds for a Large — that is the normal price. Things come in three other sizes besides: Large Small, Small, and Foetus. By definition a Small is less than three foot long, and such items are priced out by the inch. Jemmy Cheese hates harvesting a Small; these haunt him worst of all. Dead children come to him in the night. Spectral waifs with empty eyes, scrabbling with their fingers at his window. He will wake up in a panic, crying out. Sometimes Meg is angry at this, but other times she is soft. “There’s nothing to fear,” she will say. “It’s all right, Jemmy. You’re safe with Meg.”


      Not long ago she had thought she might be having a child of her own. Jemmy’s heart had soared with this, and he begged her not to go to the Old Woman two streets over, who took care of such matters.


      “How could we have a child, the likes of us?” she had said to him. She said it savage, being on the blue ruin that day.


      “I’d look after you both,” he said.


      “You?” she said. “Look after a child? And what makes you so sure it’s yours to begin with?”


      That had dished him, a little. He’d had to go out for a walk, to consider. But he came back thinking it would be all right.


      “I’d look after it anyways,” he told her. “It might be happier, being someone else’s. Prob’ly be smarter.”


      She swore at him for saying so, but her eyes went soft and afterwards she held him close. A few weeks later, when she bled and lost it, Meg was just as sad as he was. She has been sad ever since.


      Meg is near as clever as Jemmy’s brother Ned. It makes Jemmy marvel, to think how someone so clever would stay with him. She reads books, and from time to time has tried fitfully to teach Jemmy to read too, but she lacks the patience for teaching, and he can never seem to grasp the knack. The letters won’t stay put, the way they do for clever people. Just when he has a few of them pinned down, they’ll slide away and reverse themselves.


      But Jemmy has other qualities. He’s loyal to a fault — that’s what Meg says — and remarkably strong. Meg loves the strength of him. At night she’ll nestle against it, as if she were a child herself.


      There is no bully to protect her, not since she left Mother Peachum’s night-house, where she had lodged ’til taking up with Jemmy, and where the bruisingest bully in the Seven Dials kept watch over the girls. But once when a man treated her badly, Jemmy found out who it was, and went round to set him straight. Jemmy is a gentle soul, and dislikes the other job that he does for his brother, collecting money that Ned has loaned out to shirkers. But he is sixteen stone and a half, and once on a wager he lay on his back while a cart was rolled across his chest. You would need to stand on an apple-crate to look Jemmy in the eye, which you would not want to do when he is roused. He was roused the day he went round to see that man, whom he set exceedingly straight indeed. Word got round, and since then men in general have been very much nicer to Meg.


      “’S go,” hisses Little Hollis. They’ve been here too long already, and cannot afford to be seen.


      A Resurrectionist had been lynched in Dublin, just two months previous. Battered unrecognizable and strung from a lamppost. That’s what a mob will do, if they once lay hands — and it’s all because of Judgement Day. On Judgement Day you will rise up to meet your Maker, and you’re supposed to meet Him intact. But you can’t do that, can you, if you’ve been dug up and dissected? You can’t be resurrected whole. The Trumpet will sound and there you’ll be, stripped down like the leftover carcass of a Christmas goose. That’s why there exists such horror of grave-robbing, and such loathing of the Doomsday Men.


      Jemmy’s premonition has become a knot of dread. Something is amiss — he is sure of it, now — but what? The grave itself? Perhaps the pebbles are not quite right. He hesitates to look, and starts at the sight of his own shadow. The old whore moon is out again, behind him.


      Little Hollis is on his way, scuttling swift and hunched. His arse is hiked high as if raised by frequent kickings, and it is broader than his shoulders. This gives him a frankly verminous air, as Jemmy might remark were he given to making hurtful observations about his friends, which he is not. Hollis is halfway to the gate, now; Noddy Sprockett will be waiting for them just outside, with his cart. Ten minutes earlier they had heard the clip-clop of Old Jeroboam’s hooves arriving.


      There are flowers on a nearby grave, a sprig of them tied with ribbon. On an impulse Jemmy stoops; he will take these home to Meg. She’ll receive them carelessly, but secretly she’ll be pleased.


      In turning, Jemmy sees them. Two spectral figures, rising in the moonlight.


      The dead. He knows it at once, with an icy clutching certainty; he has always known it must come to this. The dead are rising from their graves to take revenge. They will seize him and drag him down, with the Privy Witch and the Chimbley Fiend.


      Little Hollis, hearing his cry, looks back. “Christ!” exclaims Hollis. “’S the Watch!”


      But it isn’t, nor revenants neither, issuing from the tomb. Much worse: these are cousins of the deceased coachman.


      This will come out later, at the trial. They’d been delegated to keep watch in the graveyard, against precisely such depredations. A third had been with them when the grave-robbers arrived, who after a swift exchange of urgent whispers — gripping their cudgels and weighing the odds, but misliking their chances against the big one — had slipped away to alert the coachman’s other friends, who were gathered at a wake just down the road.


      Wrathful shouts beyond the wall. A whinny and a clatter of hooves, receding. Old Jeroboam has stirred himself to desperate exertion, and is bearing Noddy Sprockett off to safety. Little Hollis flees the other way, flinging his shovel aside. He moves at astonishing speed for one so elevated of arse.


      That leaves Jemmy, standing frozen in the moonlight with a corpse upon his shoulder, as the coachman’s friends pour through the gate. Four of them at first, then more, and more.


      He wants to say: “I’ll put your friend back in the ground — I swear, upon my davy. I’ll dig up someone else.”


      “Kill him!”


      He wants to say: “No, wait. Just — please. I need to take these flowers home to Meg.”


      “Kill the bastard!”


      He drops the corpse and raises his fists. But they’re on top of him now, and they cudgel him down.


      3


      Let me tell you about surgeons.


      It was different in the high Georgian days, when the great John Hunter was setting out on his career. Half a century ago, physicians might stake some claim to respectability, with their gold-topped canes and formal education. But surgeons? Jumped-up barbers, who couldn’t aspire beyond a shop in an alleyway, and a red rag wrapped around a pole. Hackers and dolts who had never been near a university. They learned by apprenticing themselves to older hackers and longer-established dolts; advanced the cause of doltishness by learning nothing new; were good for little but pulling teeth and setting bones, and oftentimes not even that.


      But by the time John Hunter’s heart failed him in 1793, and the great man discovered the Great Secret, much had changed. Surgery was becoming a Science, with all that follows from such a transformation: social standing, and coin of the realm, and patients — God bless ’em — who survived. Hunter was renowned across Europe for his anatomical learning; he owned a fine house in Earls Court and leased another in Leicester Square. Now, just a few years later, a surgeon might set his sights higher still, Mr Astley Cooper being the pole-star by which all brilliant and ambitious young men — such as Dionysus Atherton — set their course. Astley Cooper, who was rumoured to be verging upon a peerage, with an income exceeding twenty thousand pounds a year, and a country estate in Gadebridge, and a large house in Conduit Street, and a servant who earned six hundred a year in bribes alone, from patients seeking an appointment.


      Alec Comrie was better than all of them.


      Comrie lived over a gin-shop in Cripplegate. He had two rooms, a sitting room and a surgery, let from a woman named Missus Maggs who kept the gin-shop and attended as well to housekeeping necessities, when the spirit moved. He also had a boy who assisted him. This boy slept in an attic storage room and never made a sixpence in bribes, as he would tell you quite cheerfully. “Not a sixpence, your worship, nor threepence neither. Not so much in fact as a single fucking ha’penny, if you’ll pardon my plain speaking. But I’m thankful, cos I’d sooner be an honest man. Now, are you a gen’lman as fancies from time to time a friendly game of hazard, to while away an afternoon?”


      You’d do best to decline the offer.


      He cut a fine little figure, the surgeon’s boy, particularly if you saw him at a distance. A Rainbow, in fact, togged out in the latest fashion, or nearabouts. But the togs grew more threadbare the closer you came, and he himself drew nearer without ever growing much taller, the whole of him topping out two inches shy of five foot. He had a curious dark face, all triangles, and a silk snotter swiped from a stall just this morning, and a winning smile that he shone at you like sunrise. He also had three cups, and a pea that was assuredly in one of them, and you only had to watch his nimble fingers keenly to be sure — “oh, bad luck, sir!” — which one.


      His name was Will Starling, and he is Your Wery Umble Narrator.


      So here we are at last, you and I: face to face. Honoured to make your acquaintance, I am sure. You will picture my bow, and accept my heartfelt hope that I do not disappoint.


      Mr Comrie had taken the rooms when he and I returned from Europe. He’d been a military surgeon — seven years on the Peninsula with Wellington, who esteemed him greatly. There was a story, indeed, that the Duke had a nickname for him — the Scotch Dreadnought — bestowed after Comrie had performed with brilliant competence a highly delicate operation upon the ducal tackle, which (just between the two of us) was mighty in dimension.


      You’d want to take that particular story with a grain of salt, since I was the one who’d made it up. Still, Mr Comrie’s prowess had been the stuff of legend — after the Battle of Salamanca he had performed nearly two hundred amputations in twenty-four hours. That is the truth; I speak upon my davy. One hundred and eighty seven it was, to be exact, and I know this cos I counted. He could have your leg off in two minutes flat, and your arm in half that time, speed being the only mercy with no way to dull the pain. Orderlies would stack the limbs on either side: trotters on one pile, flappers on another. When Mr Comrie needed both hands free he’d clamp the knife bechuxt his teeth.


      I recollect a young Lieutenant on the morning after Badajoz, propped against the wall of a barn that was serving as a field hospital, staring in bleak bemusement at his right leg. It started out well enough, the trotter, before veering off at an extravagant angle. The break was above the knee, which would mean a disarticulation at the hip; Mr Comrie told him so, blunt as a slaughterman knocking mutton on the head.


      “Will I die?” asked the young Lieutenant.


      “Unless I operate directly.”


      There was no other way, with a break as bad as this one. With any break at all, really. You had to take the limb.


      “I am at the Gate,” said the Lieutenant. It seemed he had a poetic cast. “I lie at the Black Gate of Death itself.”


      “But I am on my way,” said Mr Comrie.


      He had gone to university in Edinburgh, although he had been brought up somewhere farther north — I’ve a notion it was Dunfermline, not that I could tell you much about it, having never been north of Lichfield myself. In moments of urgency he grew especially Scotch.


      “Oilskin,” he said to the Orderlies.


      We were outside, and a foul grey rain was pissing down. In such conditions they’d hold an oilskin over the surgeon’s head, and rain would drum paradiddles as he cut.


      “Knife,” he said to Your Wery Umble.


      The young Lieutenant had begun to weep.


      “Here I come,” said Mr Comrie. “I come wi’ steel and shrieking. But I’ll bring you back.”


      He did it, too. Five minutes to take the leg, cos a disarticulation was always more difficult. The Lieutenant swooned halfway through, but woke up afterwards. Two weeks later he was sitting up on a bed of straw, losing money to Wm Starling. Last I heard he was back in London, reciting ballads on street-corners.


      That is the truth. So — in case you wondered — is what I said about the size of Wellington’s tackle. But as it doesn’t concern the story I’m telling you now, you’re free to forget I mentioned it.


      After Waterloo, Mr Comrie resolved to build a civilian practice in London. “A matter of time,” he was saying, on this particular day in April of 1816. “That’s all it is.”


      He wasn’t normally a man for the syllables. But he had a way of repeating things to himself, as if saying them doggedly enough would make them come about.


      “Patients will come.”


      “’Course they will,” I agreed, gamely.


      “Just a question of time.”


      “It is.”


      “And they’ll be walking up those stairs.”


      He was in his surgery, with Your Wery Umble on the landing, looking in. The surgery was Spartan, and clean — he was a stickler for cleanliness, believing that patients did better in such conditions. It was just a notion of his, unsupported by Science, but when Mr Comrie took a conviction it set like mortar. There were two wooden chairs and a wooden examining bench, with a box of sawdust kept underneath to soak up blood, which might otherwise seep through the floorboards and drip onto the head of Missus Maggs in the gin-shop below. Against one wall was a table with surgical instruments, laid out on a green baize cloth. Your Wery Umble would clean these at the end of every day, and frequently after each individual procedure; Alec Comrie was a workman, and a workman respects his tools. Above the table was a cabinet, containing bottles and vials — ointments and liniments, some alcohol, and a small supply of laudanum, though Mr Comrie did not set much stock by it, laudanum being of limited efficacy against substantial pain. He took the view that pain was the patient’s concern, to be coped with on a private basis.


      On the walls were anatomical drawings: a cross-section of the brain, and human figures with skin stripped away to reveal the inner organs. Mr Comrie was in the process of supplementing this collection as I watched from the doorway, hanging a framed drawing in a prominent position: a black-lead sketch by the surgical artist Charles Bell, depicting a gunshot wound of the scrotum sustained at the Battle of Corunna. Mr Comrie had treated several such scrotums himself. The injury was more common than you’d like to think, being normally sustained when Tom Lobster knelt with bits a-dangle to fire. He had found the drawing yesterday at a street stall in Holborn, and had exclaimed with heartfelt admiration.


      It was in truth superb. Bell’s artistry was like Mr Comrie’s own: detailed, meticulous, and appalling. The sketch was a close-up view, just thighs and abdomen, with the horribly swollen scrotum in the middle. Very much, indeed, like an immense fig in a still-life painting, except a fig will not normally have an entry wound on one side and an exit wound on the other, with a tail of fig-guts protruding. It had its own weird beauty; the question was whether it should be hanging on the wall.


      I asked this question gingerly. You were careful when you questioned Alec Comrie.


      He bristled. “What’s wrong with it?”


      Nothing, I assured him. Just — the wall of his surgery. Where patients would come, in a state of trepidation to begin with.


      Other surgeons had skeletons, he objected. Atherton had a skull.


      “Still,” I said. “A scrotum.”


      At length he gave a grudging nod. “Fair enough,” he conceded. “The ladies.”


      I had actually been thinking about the gentlemen. One look at that particular scrotum was enough to send you fleeing down the stairs to the gin-shop. But I didn’t push the point, and after a moment he took the drawing down again, setting it reluctantly on one of the chairs.


      “They will come,” he said again.


      “They will.”


      “A question of time.”


      “That’s all it is.”


      “I will learn the trick of it.”


      He meant the skill that men such as Astley Cooper had. Atherton too. Both of them could radiate such empathy that patients breathed deep and unclenched their sphincters, at least until the instruments came out. When you went to Atherton’s surgery in Crutched Friars, you met with earnest reassurance. Here above the gin-shop was a growling Scotchman with a bonesaw.


      “I know my shortcomings, William,” he muttered. With a shame-faced look towards Your Wery Umble — as if he was letting me down. Which he’d never done, not once, in all the years we’d been together. And never would do, neither, in everything that was to follow.


      “I know my shortcomings, and I can change.”


      But of course he couldn’t. We never can, can we?


      That’s when we heard raised voices, down below. Missus Maggs, demanding the business of some newcomer, and a woman insisting that she must see the surgeon.


      “’Ere, you can’t just barge . . .”


      “Let go of me!”


      A hammering of footsteps, and the woman came round the corner of the stair. Wiry and slight, her hair hanging wild. Great dark eyes in a narrow face. Too sharp-featured to be pretty, but almost beautiful nonetheless, in the way that a small fierce thing can have beauty. She was ragged from running, and her breath came in tearing gulps.


      “They’ve done for him — they’ve stove in his head! God rot them in Hell — God rot you too — it’s all your doing!”


      “My doing?” Mr Comrie stepped out of the surgery, perplexed.


      “Your fault — his — the other one — Atherton! The bastard lot of you!”


      “If you won’t make sense, I can’t help you. Who are you, woman, and what has happened?”


      “Foul filthy murder has happened! They’ve killed my Jemmy!”


      Meg Nancarrow cursed wildly, and burst into tears.
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      They’d lugged Jemmy Cheese to the Giltspur Street Compter. It had taken Meg all morning to find that out, after learning from Little Hollis what had happened at the graveyard. Rushing to Giltspur Street she had found him alive but very bad indeed, so bad it could hardly be worse. She’d dashed to St Bart’s to fetch a surgeon, but none seemed inclined to come running, just to save the life of a Resurrection Man. Somebody gave her Mr Comrie’s name, and his address at Cripplegate.


      “Aye,” he grunted. “I’ll come.”


      “Then hurry, damn you!”


      He reached for his jacket — the one he wore for going out, with fewer stains. I followed with the pocket set of instruments, wrapped in leather, that we took with us on calls.


      Giltspur Street Compter is at the east end of St Sepulchre’s, just north of Newgate and no more than a stone’s throw from the Fortune of War, where Jemmy’s tribulations had begun. The Compter mainly held wretches arrested for Debt, but night charges were often brought in as well, since the Watch-houses were not permitted to retain prisoners. It was the Watch as had brought Jemmy here.


      They’d been drawn by the hullabaloo in the graveyard — so Meg Nancarrow had pieced together. The coachman’s friends had been set to hang him, as was done to that Resurrectionist in Dublin, except they thought they’d beaten him to death already. “Hang him anyway!” someone cried. But others weren’t so certain, and two or three began to ask themselves whether killing a man was precisely what they’d had in mind, and whether the Law might not have something to say on the subject. Such was the state of affairs when two elderly Charleys creaked up with their bull’s-eyes and their long staves, exclaiming “here-now-here-now” and “God’s teeth!” As the pack began to scatter, the Watchmen commandeered the donkey-cart of an early-rising costermonger, and trundled Jemmy Cheese to Giltspur Street.


      “They reckoned he’d be dead, the bastards.” Meg spoke in ragged bursts as we hastened. “Dead and cold by the time they arrived, and they could take him to St Bart’s and sell him to the surgeons.” A look of incandescent accusation. “Sell him to the likes of you.”


      Mr Comrie took this sort of thing in stride, having been cursed by shrieking Lobsters halfway across Southern Europe. By 187 of them in a single day, after Salamanca. But I tended to take things more personal, on his behalf.


      “The likes of him,” I said, “is haring across the Metropolis to help you.”


      “I know that!”


      She was so full of distress that she had to put it somewhere, so she’d grown furious instead. Here was my golden opportunity to leave well enough alone, and naturally I passed it up.


      “Haring across the Metropolis,” I repeated, deciding I liked the sound. I have a weakness for the mellifluous syllable, and a magpie’s eye for shiny words such as mellifluous, which I’d found just the other night in Sam Johnson’s dictionary. “And what’s he likely to be paid for all his trouble?”


      “Payment!” cried Meg. “Now we come to it, do we?”


      “No one’s consairned with payment,” said Mr Comrie.


      But he was beginning to fluster, cos she’d stopped right there in front of him. In the middle of Long Lane, with cows bawling in Smithfield Market beyond, and passers-by slowing to snicker and stare at the picture we made. A soiled dove shouting at a discomfited Scotch surgeon, and young Wm Starling, Esq., standing by, wishing he’d put a stocking in it.


      “Here and now? On my knees in a pile of horse-shit? Then let’s be getting on with it!”


      Another man would have reacted differently. Dionysus Atherton would have pointed out which pile. But Mr Comrie just turned beetroot-red.


      “Here, now,” he said. “Your fellow needs me.”


      He hurried on, and I fell in behind him. Meg Nancarrow followed after, with a last look round at the faces snickering back at her. Defying them to find her filthy and ridiculous. As if she’d commit them to memory, every one, and come back at her leisure to slit each throat.


      “God’s swinging bollocks,” Mr Comrie said to me, under his breath. He had the expression that soldiers in battle will wear, when they see a leg cartwheeling past six foot above the ground. “This one’s a going consairn.”


      *


      They were holding Jemmy Cheese in a small stone cell, with a cot and a wooden bucket. It was the anteroom to a larger chamber, where half a dozen others were lodged. Jemmy lay on his back, bloated with bruising and caked in blood; one side of his head was swollen grotesquely and his eyes were sightless slits. Some tragic troll, I thought, fallen headlong from a mountaintop.


      “Is there hope?” asked Meg Nancarrow.


      She hovered in the doorway, clutching her shawl. Her voice was low and husky, when she wasn’t using it to hit you with.


      Mr Comrie did not reply. Having scanned the long bones for obvious breaks, he probed the skull beneath the matted hair. His fingers were long and dextrous — remarkable fingers to serve at the extremity of such stubby arms, for the surgeon was otherwise a man of bulges and bandy legs. A man for the wrestling competition at a country fair, or just for digging stones out of fields.


      “No broken limbs,” he said at length. “But. Depressed fracture of the skull.”


      “What will you do?” Meg asked.


      “Come back tomorrow. See if he survives the night.”


      “And then?”


      “See what may be done.”


      “What can I do for him?”


      “Wash him.”


      “Like a corpse?”


      “He’s breathing. Keep him warm.”


      “Is there hope?” she asked again.


      He looked at her squarely. “A little. How much do you need?”


      She looked back at him for the longest moment. Then she nodded.


      

      In the morning, Jemmy Cheese lay pale as death. But he was breathing.


      “He’s strong,” said Meg. She’d sat at his side all night; so the Turnkey told us as we arrived. “He’s stronger than you could believe.”


      Someone else was here as well. A spindly man of one- or two-and-thirty, bespectacled and balding, with pursed little lips and womanly hands, scarce taller than Your Wery Umble himself. Filthy and fastidious in an old brown coat and a bright red weskit.


      “Ecce homo,” said Edward Cheshire, also known as Uncle Cheese. “Behold my brother, Mr Comrie. Brought low, and sinking steadily. Oh dear, oh dear, and vhat am I to do?”


      He shook his head and looked away, like a sorrowful species of robin. The perfect round lenses of his spectacles caught the light from the one small window, and flashed.


      “Go dig your own cadavers, Ned,” said Meg. “Collect your own outstanding debts, from them you bleeds
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