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“Every man wears many faces in his life. The monster wears them all—

and keeps them long after their owners have ceased to breathe.”

— Anonymous, found inscribed on the wall of Whitmore Asylum, 1887
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ACT I — The Fog Introduces the Monster
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Chapter One — The Faceless Dead
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The alley behind Crispin Lane had no name, the way that certain dark places refuse the dignity of one. It was a passage between two crumbling tenements, wide enough for a man and his shadow and little else. The cobblestones there were perpetually slick, fed by a drain that had been choked since the summer before last, and the smell was one that the city had grown so accustomed to that only newcomers remarked upon it.

Thomas Vane found the body at a quarter past three in the morning.

He was not looking for it. He had been making his way home from Alderman Ferris's card table, his coat turned up against the November fog, his pockets somewhat lighter than he had hoped. The alley was a shortcut he had taken a hundred times before. He would not take it again.

He smelled it before he saw it—-a cold, iron-clean smell that cut through the usual damp rot of the lane. Metallic. Too fresh. He raised his lantern.

The figure was seated against the far wall, knees drawn up in an attitude that might have suggested sleep were it not for the stillness. The stillness was not the stillness of a sleeping man. It was something denser, something that had its own weight and presence, the way that a stopped clock feels different from a clock that merely ticks quietly.

Thomas Vane stepped closer, lantern held high, and then he stopped.

Where the face should have been, there was nothing.

Not injury. Not violence in any ordinary sense. The skin was gone from the crown of the skull to the base of the jaw—-but the edges were clean, impossibly so, as though the flesh had been lifted away by a craftsman's tool rather than torn by fury or madness. The skull's ivory curves gleamed faintly in the lantern light. The teeth were exposed in something that was not a grin because there were no lips to frame it. The eye sockets were dark and bare.

Thomas Vane did not scream. He was a man of the city and had seen his share of terrible things. But he made a sound—-low, involuntary, escaping him before he could stop it—-and he took three rapid steps backward and put his shoulder against the alley wall and stood very still until his heart had finished doing what it was doing.

Then he ran for the constable.

By morning, the news had leaked in the way that news always leaked in Greyveil: through the cracks between official silence and human curiosity. The market women heard it from the night constable's wife. The night constable's wife had heard it from her husband. Her husband had heard it from Thomas Vane, who had subsequently been very ill against the wall of the Lamb and Thorn public house and had then had to be sat down with a glass of brandy before he could speak at all.

By the time the story reached the Aldgate Coffee House, three details had been added and two removed, but the essential horror remained intact: a man, found dead, with his face taken off clean as a surgeon's work.

The constables who attended the scene were thorough, in their way. They measured the alley. They noted the absence of blood—-an absence more disturbing, somehow, than any amount of it. They searched the surrounding streets. They found nothing and no one.

Except one thing.

Old Meg, who slept in the doorway of the tallow merchant's shop at the alley's mouth, was persuaded—-with the application of a warm meat pie and considerable patience—-to tell what she had seen.

She had woken, she said, sometime in the early hours. Not from noise. From something else—-a change in the quality of the dark, perhaps, or some animal instinct that had survived years of gin and exposure.

She had seen the man.

Not lying against the wall. Walking. His hat pulled low, his coat long and black, moving away from the alley at a steady, unhurried pace. She had noted him only because of the hour and the fog, and because something in the way he moved had struck her as—-she paused, searching for the word, and then settled on it with finality—-wrong.

"Wrong how?" the constable asked.

Old Meg thought about this for a long time. Then she said: "Like someone wearing another man's walk."

The constable wrote this down because he had been trained to write things down, but he did not think much of it until later. Much later. By then, the understanding would come too slowly to help anyone.

The body was identified eventually—-through his tailor's mark on the jacket—-as one Henry Pell, a clerk at a shipping insurance office, aged thirty-one, unmarried, no known enemies. A thoroughly ordinary man. The kind of man the city consumed without ceremony.

Except for his face. That, it appeared, the city had not consumed at all.

That, something else had taken.
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Chapter Two — The Legend of Black Joe

[image: ]


There is a quality to rumour in a city that lives under fog.

It spreads the way the fog itself spreads—-low to the ground, creeping under doors, filling spaces that ought to be empty. By the time it reaches you, you cannot always say where it came from. You only know that it has arrived, that it is cold, and that it carries something with it that you cannot quite identify.

The rumours about Black Joe had been circulating in Greyveil for three weeks before Henry Pell's body was found. They had been born, as best anyone could determine, in the Southmere district, among the dock workers and the night soil men and the women who waited on certain corners in certain streets. People who were awake when the rest of the city slept. People who saw things.

The descriptions, when collected and compared, were remarkably consistent in some particulars and wildly contradictory in others.

He was always tall. Always long-coated, always hatted against the weather. Always moving with that particular unhurried quality that the old woman had described—-purposeful, unafraid, as though the streets and the night belonged to him and the rest of the city was merely visiting.

But the face—-when it could be glimpsed at all, in the brief intervals between lampposts—-was never the same face twice.

This was the detail that turned the rumours from unsettling to something worse. Dock worker Erban Holtz described a lean, sharp-jawed face, dark-complexioned, with close-set eyes. A seamstress named Pryce reported a broad, fair face—-florid and round. A young man called Davies, who had been unfortunate enough to pass the figure in Merchant's Court, described with considerable agitation a face that he recognised as belonging to his own uncle, a man who lived in Bristol and had not visited in three years.

He had known it wasn't his uncle. He had known it the moment he looked into the eyes. "Nothing there," he told people afterward, repeatedly, as though repetition might clarify it. "Behind the face, there was nothing there at all."

The name had come from somewhere in the Southmere docks—-Black Joe—-and it had stuck not because of any particular logic but because the name had the right texture for the thing being named. The men and women of the district understood, instinctively, the power of naming a fear. If it had a name, it was bounded. If it was bounded, it could be avoided.

They were wrong about that, as it turned out. But the name remained useful nonetheless.

It was Inspector Claude Barrow—-a steady, uninspired man who had worked Southmere for eleven years and had no patience for anything he could not see in front of him—-who first committed the descriptions to an official report, primarily to explain why his constables were having difficulty conducting night patrols in certain areas and why three of his informants had ceased to be contactable.

His report was thorough, dismissive in tone, and deeply unnerving despite itself. He listed seven separate sightings in a two-month period, cross-referenced against a pattern of disappearances that the department had not yet connected to one another because the bodies had been found in different districts and assigned to different inspectors.

Barrow noted the inconsistency of the descriptions. He attributed it to the unreliable nature of nighttime observation, the tendency of frightened witnesses to confabulate, and the general excitability of the Southmere population.

What he did not note—-because he was a practical man and practical men do not write such things in official reports—-was that three of the seven sightings had occurred in locations where one of the missing persons had been seen last. And that in each case, the witness had described the figure not as a stranger but as someone familiar. Someone they knew. Someone who was, in each case, subsequently found to be dead.

The report was filed. It was read, in due course, by a man named Edgar Halvorn.

It was the first piece of rope, though he did not yet know the rest of the knot.
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