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Introduction
London 1888 - September 30th
The funeral was relatively light on mourners. The lack of those standing at the graveside had nothing to do with the popularity or qualities of the deceased. Edward Holbrook was a kind and generous man. Many more would have stood to show their respects had they known the time and place of the funeral. Mrs. Holbrook, who matched her husband in his finer attributes, was not one for grand gestures. In truth, she would have preferred to be the only person present. However, she recognised that there were others that truly loved her husband. She could not in good faith, remove the opportunity for them to say good-bye.
 
She purposely arranged for the ceremony to take place late in the day. When the words were spoken and the tears shed, a small gathering was held at the deceased’s home. Mrs Holbrook moved through the mourners engaging in pleasant conversation, all the while wearing her mask of fortitude.
 
As the last visitors said their farewell, the elderly Mrs. Holbrook was struck with a yearning. She called for the only man, other than her husband, in which she had complete faith.
 
“Sam, do you still have access to the Brougham.”
 
“Yes, Jim owes me a favour or two. I am sure he wouldn’t begrudge me taking it out for an hour or two.”
 
“Would you mind if we were to take a ride this evening? I know you would rather get home to your Mary.”
 
“She doesn’t expect me tonight. I will fetch the Brougham.” He made to leave and then added, “I won’t be long.” She smiled, recognising Sam’s concern.
 
Within the hour, the Brougham stuttered to a stop outside the Holbrook residence. Before Sam could descend his carriage seat, Mrs. Holbrook had left the house and was heading in his direction.  He rushed to dismount and opened the carriage door. As she climbed aboard, he placed a heavy blanket across her lap. She nodded her thanks, and then gave him the first of the addresses she wished to visit. Moments later, the single horse pressed its weight against the harness, and the carriage lurched forwards.
 
∞∞∞
 
A short, square-framed woman in her mid-forties walked along Bernier Street. Elizabeth Stride was feeling the effects of alcohol consumed throughout the day. Visits to the Queen’s Head and Bricklayer’s Arms had quenched her thirst but also emptied her purse. The money she had earned for cleaning rooms at her lodgings, in Flower and Dean Street, had not survived the drinking spree. She needed tin, but it was already passed midnight, and Elizabeth could feel the tiredness stabbing at the soles of her feet.
 
Her mood was raised as a black carriage stopped twenty paces to her front. She adjusted her bodice; pushing her breasts higher in the garment. It was an obvious attempt to entice a potential customer. As she neared, however, the joyful mood disappeared as an elderly lady stepped from the carriage. Liz Stride decided to press on in the hope of obtaining a customer outside the International Workers Club. It was an impressive, two-storey wooden building, standing no more than fifty paces beyond the carriage. Her bosom physically dropped, and she brushed the curly brown hair from her face. She had always felt dirty; ashamed of her trade when face to face with those that were touched by the hand of God. Her pace quickened, but the sudden increase in speed combined with her intake of alcohol, caused her to trip and fall.
 
Mrs. Holbrook crouched low and then grasped Elizabeth’s Stride’s elbow.  “Are you hurt?” she asked.
 
“No, err...thank you,” Stride replied.
 
“Can I take you home? The hour is late.”
 
“I have work to do.”
 
“Sam, have you any money? In my rush to leave home, I have forgotten to bring my purse.”
 
“Not with me, Mrs. Holbrook.”
 
“Are you sure I cannot afford you the use of my carriage? It is raining so hard, and I am loath to leave you out here in such awful weather. Elizabeth Stride shook her head, but her eye was drawn to the rose and fern attached to the elderly woman’s coat. “Do you like it?” Without waiting for a reply, she unpinned the rose and then attached it to Elizabeth’s cheaper fur-lined coat.
 
“Thank you.” Stride smiled. The sign of happiness displayed that the bottom row of teeth were conspicuous by their absence. She continued her journey; the act of kindness was both welcome and unsettling. Her life since arriving in England from her small farmstead in Sweden, was not graced with copious amounts of compassion.
 
Mrs. Holbrook remained near the carriage and looked toward the International Workers Club. It was after all, the reason she had travelled at such a late hour. It was at that building on a wintery night, she had first met Edward Holbrook. It had been a chance meeting that would change her life forever.  Her thoughts of her love were interrupted as a figure passed the carriage. At first, she paid no attention, but she could not deny the feeling of dread that grasped at her soul. She turned to observe the figure, but he had already passed and all she could bear witness to was his silhouette moving at pace. Her mouth was suddenly dry and gloved hands started to tremble.
 
“Sam, I think we should go now.”
 
“Very well.” Sam’s reply was not enthusiastic.
 
“Sam; I want to go home.” Mrs. Holbrook climbed into the carriage. As the horse flesh strained against the reigns, a scream was heard in the distance. Sam called the carriage to a halt, but Mrs. Holbrook hammered on the carriage's roof. “Sam, take me home!”
 




Chapter 1
London 1890
Charles Coldridge stepped from his London abode. He had planned to attend pressing business matters at his solicitors, but the black carriage, which stood a few paces away, suggested otherwise. He gave a resigned sigh, and then moved quietly and without fuss to the awaiting transport. He placed a hand on the thick, dark as night ironmongery, and subsequently gave the handle a sharp turn. His effort was not rewarded with the rasping of a bolt or creaking of the carriage’s wooden timbers. Not a single sound was made, as the door moved silently to allow him admittance. The absence of sound unsettled Coldridge, and just for a moment, he thought to turn upon his heels. However, he knew that without his newly acquired acquaintance, he could not regain his wealth, influence, and revenge upon William Harkness. He yearned for the day he would stand over his enemy’s body, destroyed, and broken by his own hands. He stepped inside, placing his rear on the cold black leather upholstery. His eyes only had a moment to observe the carriage’s interior before the door silently closed. Coldridge was engulfed by unwanted obscurity; not one ray of light from the early morning sun was permitted entrance into the carriage’s inner sanctum. It was cold and unfeeling like the grave. Coldridge felt the iced fingers of fear creeping down his spine.
 
Secrecy needed the gloom in which to operate; the carriage served as a mobile shadow. The closed door removed the carriage interior from London, as skilfully as a surgeon taking a scalpel to an infected limb. Coldridge became detached from the City. The carriage lurched forward, and then began to traverse the streets. Any sound from the exterior was muffled to the point of incomprehension. Coldridge removed his pocket watch from his inside jacket pocket, flicked it open and closed it again. The instrument was useless to him in this darkness. He would only be able to estimate how quickly, or slowly, time within his morbid transport was spent. He could, however, determine that the carriage had moved beyond the city limits, the uneven surface of the roads betrayed the fact. However, that information was useless without any clue to which direction the carriage had taken.
 
Then, quite abruptly, the journey was at an end. The smallest amount of light suddenly cut through the interior of the carriage. A small hatch silently slid open, which allowed the driver to transfer something to Coldridge.
 
“Put them on,” the driver growled. It was not a request and even someone of Coldridge’s breeding knew that he must obey; compliance was natural and immediate. The hatch was left open to enable Coldridge to apply his new garments. The robe went on easily, but he could not help feeling apprehensive as he slipped a hood over his head. Uneasily, he called out that he was ready. He felt the breeze of the day flow over the skin of his right hand. Coldridge knew that the door had been opened, but he jumped as the hand of an unseen stranger touched upon his shoulder. He was manoeuvred from the carriage and led no more than twenty paces across a shingled area, his right foot nearly losing its grip on the loose stones. The stranger at his side then whispered that they were about to climb some steps and Coldridge timidly allowed his unknown carer to guide him. Moments later, the breeze was gone, and his boots made a familiar sound as they made contact with a wooden floor. Coldridge did not know whether to be relieved or not, seeing that his journey seemed to be coming to an end. He surmised that he had been walking down a long corridor and had made two left turns, initiated by his guide. He was brought to a complete halt and could hear the unmistakable sound of a chair sliding across the floor timbers. The hand pressed down on his shoulder, and he was made to sit. The full hood was removed and the hood which was attached to the robe, was pulled across his head. The stranger walked away without Coldridge seeing his face. Coldridge was seated at a table that he remembered well, and the room’s décor had not altered since he had awoken there a few months earlier. Whether or not the figures seated at the table were the same he could not tell, for only glimpses of the flesh beneath the hoods could be observed.
 
A cold, deliberate voice spoke. “Now that Theta has arrived, we may begin.” Coldridge was in no doubt that this was the man who had offered him a place at the table on his previous visit.
 
“Why the secrecy, am I not trusted?” he asked. His confidence began to return as he slowly felt reassured his life was not at risk. However, his words fell elicited no response.
 
“For the time being, we live in the world of shadow. We walk in the footsteps of the powerful. However, the golden age approaches, soon all will know our deeds, and we shall bathe in their adoration.” The figure at the head of the table paused and then lifted a goblet as if in salute to his words. Those seated around the table responded in similar fashion as if given an unspoken order to take refreshment. “But time presses, we have important tasks to undertake.”
 
“Surely the task is to kill William Harkness?” Coldridge pressed.
 
“William will perish, as will all that oppose us. However, he is nothing more than an irritation. No more than a flea biting the back of the great hound, Cerberus. We have far more pressing matters.”
 
“But-“
 
“I have spoken on the matter.” There was no sign of annoyance in the stranger’s voice, but Coldridge still felt scolded to the core. “Epsilon, Digamma - you have been chosen. The executions must be brutal and inventive; those that stand against us must know what awaits their folly.” He held aloft two scrolls, and a previously unseen person stepped forward out of the shadows. The newcomer clasped the scrolls and almost as if on ceremony walked slowly around the substantial table. A scroll was passed to each of the chosen. Coldridge noticed that neither attempted to spy at what task lay within. Compliance it seemed, was absolute; any order would be acted on without question. “Theta your first duty lies within my hand.” Coldridge took a moment to recognise his new name.
 
Coldridge spied another scroll within the stranger’s hand and wondered which member of London’s populace would have to die. Taking another man’s life held no fear for Coldridge, though in truth, he would rather pay to see such a chore carried out. Murder was a dirty business, best suited to those from the gutter.
 
“Duty?” he asked.
 
“You require skills that you do not possess. A heart filled with rage leads its owner to a pitiful downfall, placing those about you in danger. However, your failing, Theta, can be remedied.” He held the scroll aloft and once more the figure appeared from the shadows.  As the scroll was placed in front of Coldridge, it took all of his willpower to resist seizing the document. Coldridge may well have been arrogant, but he was no fool. Imitating those who’d received their scrolls previously he simply nodded his acceptance of the task, guessing that to refuse would mean he would not live to see another day.
 
The meeting was concluded moments after Coldridge received his scroll. No negotiations were entered into in regard to any task or future ambitions.  Each person rose in turn and left the room. It was not long before Coldridge and the stranger, the latter had clearly orchestrated the meeting, were left alone within the room. At least, that is what Coldridge thought, until a figure approached from behind, and pulled the full hood down over his head. The hand grasped him by the shoulder, and he knew it was time, once again, to put his faith in a stranger. He must allow himself to be guided back to the ominous carriage. His boots thudded against the wooden flooring, but before he felt the unevenness of the exterior gravel, a cough sounded to his rear. Both he, and his guide stopped.
 
“You have a unique opportunity, Charles.” He recognised the voice of the man who had held the attention of all at the table. “Rarely do men have the gift of change, so late in life.”
 
“I’m sorry,” replied Coldridge, confused by the statement.
 
“The Spartans were renowned warriors,” the stranger continued, ignoring his guest’s confusion. “Their skill and bravery have been heralded through the ages; generation after generation have heard of the heroic exploits of Leonidas and his brave three hundred warriors. Give a man the training with a sword and he is still flesh wielding a weapon; train the mind, Charles, and he becomes the weapon. His flesh becomes as unyielding and deadly, as the finest blade. The Spartans knew this. As boys, they were robbed of their immaturity. Prince or citizen was of no consequence. Their bodies became an empty vessel into which was poured the wine of Spartan belief. They became of one thought and so, on the battlefield, they were not warrior or king; they were Spartan. This is your task Charles; you must empty yourself of greed and the cravings for revenge. Today is the beginning, the instigation of your rebirth.”
 
Coldridge opened his mouth in preparation to reply, but the blow to the back of his head caught him completely by surprise. For the second time that day the world turned to darkness; this time the carriage was surplus to requirements.
 




Chapter 2
The crackle of pistol fire was followed by yells and screams. Hiding in a doorway, William and Abberline, burst onto Commercial Street, and ran without hesitation towards the chaos. Despite the late hour, the panicked public streamed passed the two men, eager to escape the gunfire.  William could not help but wonder if the man they sought was hidden in the fleeing crowd. Another shot sounded to dispel his thoughts. Obviously, one of his men had the suspect in his sights. As they reached the corner of Commercial Street, the great Christ Church dominated the skyline. It was not, however, what drew William’s attention. Across the street, two figures lay on the ground, a third was trying to administer aid with one hand whilst at the same time pointing his pistol at the church with his other. As William and Abberline neared, William saw that both men on the ground were constables, one was clearly dead.
 
“What the hell happened, Jack?” William asked.
 
“I have no idea. I was watching from down in Fournier Street. These two were passing Ten Bells,” he nodded to the public house to their rear, “a man came out. Next thing I knew he had hit this one with what looked like a hammer.”
 
“It’s Constable Griggs, he’s only been in the uniform a few months.” Abberline knelt and closed the eyes of the young constable. He then turned his attention to the other constable who was deathly pale and holding a rag against the thigh. The cloth was struggling to hold the tide of blood back. “Hold on Peterson, we will have you on the mend soon enough.”
 
“Sorry Sir, we were just doing our patrol like you told us. He was so quick, smashed Griggs’ head in before I could blink,” he paused for a moment, a look of shame mixing with his alabaster complexion. “He took my issue, he was too damn strong.”
 
Abberline placed a comforting hand upon the Constable’s shoulder. “Don’t worry lad, we will soon have it back.”
 
“Jack, you’re bleeding,” William announced, as he noticed the blood dripping from Jack’s hair.
 
“Just a scratch,” Jack replied, wiping the blood from his head. However, as went to rise, he lost his balance, and fell back onto the hard surface of the street. “Bugger!”
 
“You aren’t going anywhere Jack. Abberline, remain with the men. Which way did he go, Jack?”
 
“The cocky bastard didn’t run. He just strolled over there.” He pointed to the magnificent church. “He has already fired three shots.”
 
“Is it the Webley Bulldog the men were carrying, Abberline?” William asked.
 
“Yes, but you can’t be considering going over there alone.”
 
A shot rang out from inside the church. It was clear to William that the suspect had not finished his murderous spree.  He turned and looked at the Ten Bells. Through the grime smeared windows, he could see a bounty of timid eyes watching the proceedings. If the populace of London were to perceive their friends were being slaughtered as officers of the law stood by cowering, they would not look kindly upon it.
 
“The Bulldog only has five chambers, leaves him just one more shot.” William announced.
 
“It only takes one to blow your bloody head off,” growled Abberline. “Wait until more men arrive.”
 
William did not answer; instead, he turned and slowly walked toward the church. He'd faced many terrible things in his relatively short life; fear had always been a constant companion. This night felt different. An overwhelming terror gnawed at his guts. He tried, as always, to push the fear to one side; concentrate upon the task ahead. He drew his own weapon, the multiple barrelled pepperbox. The gift from Isaac Naismith would be useless at any sort of range, but within the confines of a building, it could prove lethal.  He moved forward, as he climbed the steps which parted the great columns guarding the front of the impressive church. The heavy wooden doors which lay to his front were slightly ajar. William found it unsettling that the killer was not hiding, or barring his pursuer’s way. It was almost as though he was daring William to place a foot within his lair. The former soldier of the 66th ground his teeth, annoyed by the killer’s arrogance, and then he pressed on. The annoyance helped keep the fear at bay. For the moment, he had control; inwardly, he admitted to the temptation to take to his heels and leave the danger far behind.
 
He slipped quietly into the interior of the Church, but before he could gather his bearings, a shot rang out. The noise bounced around the cavernous space within the church. William looked at his jacket where the frayed cloth showed how close the shooter had been to spilling William’s blood on the polished floor. It seemed that the killer could be no more than fifteen paces away; the Bulldog could not hope to be accurate at any greater distance. Unless, William thought to himself, the killer had luck on his side. Good luck played its part in any battle or skirmish. The most gifted of soldiers could be undone by the rawest of recruits with fortune on their side.
 
A voice sounded through the darkness, “Nearly got you, Peeler,” a demented cackle following it.
 
“You will have to be closer on your next attempt. The pistol is nought but an ornament now,” William responded, trying to sound supremely confident. He received no further torment from the killer and so pressed on, choosing the central aisle. If he was to be attacked, then the aisle would afford him the best chance to move freely. After twenty paces, a body lay across the floor. A thick substance laid on the ground, beneath its form. William guessed that in the light that substance would be the deepest red. However, in this poor light, it was just another shade of black. He stepped carefully over the body not wanting to glance down at the victim’s mask of agony. Besides, he was trying desperately to stop his weapon hand from shaking. He had encountered battle many times, but usually its terror-filled grasp upon him had faded when he neared the enemy. Another ten paces on and a form caught his peripheral sight. As he recognised a gunshot to the head he realised his mistake. He now knew that the initial figure he had believed to be dead was merely the killer pretending to be his own victim.
 
William turned, as he did so, he raised the pistol. However, before the weapon had reached the required height, a figure brought an object crashing down against the pepperbox. The blow knocked the pistol from William’s hand, but he was afforded no time to lament the loss. The killer reversed his swing and brought his weapon around, obviously intending to crush William’s fragile skull. The brutal weapon missed. William felt the draught of it upon his hair, as he dived to avoid certain death. He crashed against the pews, and was on his feet in the blink of an eye, but when he turned, his assailant was nowhere to be seen. All that remained of his foe was the echo of his cackling laugh. Deep within William’s soul, a change was taking place. Fear was being replaced by rage.
 
He strode down the aisle; he would not skulk around and wait for an attack. William Harkness had endured enough ridicule from the unknown foe. “You have two choices. You can surrender, or die this night.”
 
William saw a figure loom from out of the shadows. This time, he was ready. He and took a step to his right and watched the hammer blow slip by harmlessly. Finally, he could see the killer’s face in the torchlight which adorned the altar. The face was a hard and unforgiving mask. A large hooked nose and small bead-like eyes gave the impression of a particularly nasty bird of prey,
 
“You’re a strange Peeler.”
 
“I’m no Peeler,” William spat out his reply. “But I intend to deliver justice this night.”
 
“Going to take me in? Let some fool of a judge pass verdict and then put a rope round my neck?”
 
“I’d rather just kill you and be done with it.” William’s words had an impact. For a moment, the manic face of the killer showed his uncertainty. William took the opportunity to observe his foe. The man matched him in height but there the similarity ended. The killer was a slender frame; his clothes were ragged and worn. His teeth were blackened, and William could smell the stench of him from three paces away. William had no idea what the man gained from his crimes, but it clearly was not a better life.  William learned long ago that some people had just become angry with the world, and some were born with fury in their hearts. They killed for pleasure, creating a misery that brought a kind of euphoria to their soul. William saw it many times in the ranks of the army. The chance to kill and be paid for the pleasure was too much for such fury-consumed beasts to ignore.
 
The killer moved forward, the hammer-like weapon held aloft. William held his ground, waiting for his assailant to attack.  The world beyond mattered not; the noise and business of the greatest city on earth paled into nothingness as William and his opponent prepared for battle. The first swipe of the hammer was poorly thought out. It was rushed and designed to smash its recipient from the face of the world.  William stepped inside the blow and threw out a powerful right fist that caught the killer squarely on the jaw. William felt pain, and it was clear that his opponent did too, for the man backed away.  William shook his hand; his knuckles screamed out their agony at striking the man’s granite-like jaw. Then they circled each other, and William noticed that the other man appeared as wary of William as he was of him. Suddenly, the hammer was flying through the air. It was a calculated risk taken by the killer. A weapon of that weight hurled with such forced would leave its victim at the very least immobile, but it all depended on whether or not it found its target. Fortunately for William, the killer's aim did not match his obvious wish for bloodshed. The hammer sailed harmlessly over William’s head. It smashed into the church furniture, and then slid noisily across the floor.
 
“You’re not what I expected,” growled the killer.
 
“Really? You are exactly what I expected; just another wild dog that needs putting out of its wretched existence.”
 
The killer screamed and rushed forward as William expected he would. Then, as the man wild with fury neared, William brought his fist up with savage brutality. He had fought many men of all shapes and sizes, learning early that no matter the strength of an enemy, the throat remained vulnerable. It proved to be the case for the killer. One moment he was an irresistible force of fury intent on slaughter, the next he was quite motionless as air refused to pass through the mangled flesh that was once his windpipe. For a few seconds, the shock from the blow seemed to hold him upright, as if his mind was unable to comprehend its own mortality. Then he slipped unceremoniously to the floor. As William gazed into the killer’s eyes, he observed as the man finally accepted his fate.
 
William could hear footsteps on the church steps, but before he turned to leave, he bent and closed the killer’s eyes.
 
“What better place to die than in our Lord’s house? Let’s hope he is more merciful than you chose to be.”
 
Abberline entered the Church with three constables; each carried a pistol and looked keen to find the killer of one of their own. William pointed toward the figure before the altar and then walked beyond the police, without a word. The Inspector gave orders that the killer should be removed, remarking that his kind had no place in the house of God.
 
Outside, William was seated on the white steps of the church staring at his hands. The inspector sat down beside William.
 
“A nasty business tonight, but you did well.”
 
“My hands won’t stop shaking.” William held them aloft to prove the point.
 
“Danger often causes an excitement that takes time to ebb away.”
 
“It’s not that Fred. I was,” William paused almost ashamed of what he was about to say, “I was afraid.”
 
“And what’s wrong with that, many a time I’ve felt like filling my breaches.”
 
“I’ve felt the touch of the Reaper many times, Fred, but tonight it was like he had hold of my balls. I could hardly move, his hold on me was so powerful.”
 
Abberline did not reply immediately; he studied the man by his side. “William, I do not profess to know all of your past. However, I know that you have been a soldier, you have sailed some of the most dangerous waters and fought some of the evilest bastards God has ever placed upon this earth. What you felt this night is different because you are no longer the same. Fighting savages and risking all is no great thing when you have nought to lose. You have found the love of a woman, who, by the way, is far too good for you,” Abberline smiled, “and you seem to have found comfort in this rat-infested city. You are not fearful of death William, you are afraid of losing a joy that has taken too long to possess. Do not think about it too deeply.” The Inspector rose from the cold step, “I will call on you at Slaughter Yard tomorrow. I have news to share over a glass or two.”
 
William smiled. “My whiskey I suspect.”
 
“A common copper can’t afford the elixir which graces your desk. Besides, I am not sure that the bastard you ripped from the world tonight had any connection to the Ripper. I would be interested to know your thoughts on the matter.”
 
“He didn’t, he was just another angry soul in a city awash with fury. When the slaughter begins, I think we will know it’s the Ripper. Don’t ask me to explain because I’m not sure I understand my own thoughts. I just feel something big is coming, and somehow we must prepare for the unknown.”
 
“Then prepare, we shall have to do, William. Now, I bid you a good night. I will have to call on Constable Grigg's family before I see my bed.”
 
William thought of the young copper already cold on a slab in the morgue. As Abberline walked away William prayed that the old inspector would not fall like Griggs. He was a good man, but liked to lead from the front.  In this game with the Ripper, that could prove fatal.
 
∞∞∞
 
The populace of London, so used to bloodshed and mayhem, had already returned to normality by the time William had started to walk home. Whores plied their trade, calling out to potential customers. Drunks swayed to, and fro, and entered into squabbles. Sometimes the disagreements were with other drunks, and at other times, it was with an antagonist that only the drunk could see. As William walked, he wondered if many of the inhabitants were worth saving from the killers that lurked in the shadows. Then he was reminded of the forlorn figure of Constable Griggs. No more than a boy and yet he’d paid the ultimate sacrifice to bring law to the streets of London. It was the way of things; the young and idealistic often paid with their lives long before their hopes could be realised.
 
William took another step and felt the squelch of something unpleasant underfoot. After cursing, he decided that the filth of the city was far more likely to kill him than any deranged murderer. As he scraped the filth from his foot, an uneasy feeling made the hair on the back of his neck bristle. His soldier instincts were sounding their alarm, and he turned fully expecting an attack. The street showed no such danger, but he still felt discomfort. He watched those going about their usual routines for some time before another sound made him turn once more.
 
“I can soothe your nerves.” The whore loosened her bodice as she spoke. With one tug, she showed William her ample breasts. William was both amused and impressed at the same time. She was no beauty, but God had bestowed her with ample assets to compensate.
 
“Magnificent! Alas, my hands and eyes are destined for another.” He smiled and dropped a coin between bodice and flesh. “However, such beauty deserves payment.” He gave a wink and then continued with his journey. The chance meeting had gone some way to dispel the sense of danger, but he could not shake the feeling that eyes were watching his every move.
 
***
 
Within the hour, William entered his home. The lateness of the hour ensured that those in residence were already in their beds. After cleaning himself up, he slipped without ceremony into his bed. Emily did not wake; however, her natural instinct moved her body to close the distance between their bodies. William placed a gentle kiss on her forehead and then settled down into the warmth of the bed.
 
Slumber came quickly, but so did the demons that frequented his dreams. If an observer was positioned above William’s bed, they would have seen the flicker of his eyelids but not the visions within his mind.
 
William was walking along a dark street; it could have been one of many within the old City. He could feel the cold breeze on his exposed face. The same wind chased the previous days’ discarded items from the populace. Paper performed an erratic dance as it was plucked here and there by the gentle, but relentless zephyr. Suddenly, his world turned to darkness as a large newspaper engulfed his face. His hands scrabbled at the determined paper assailant. He yanked it from his head and spied the headlines. The words ‘slaughter’ and ‘Ripper’ stood proud of the other text. They grew and finally broke their anchored position and raced towards his face. He ducked but as they neared, the words burst apart and faded into the night.
 
William returned his gaze to the paper, but it had returned to normality. Confusion often brings anger. He balled up the offending rag and threw it into the gutter. As it landed, the paper unravelled, and lay with its Ripper story on display. William wanted to tear it apart but footsteps up ahead, attracted his attention. He stared up the street, but a descending mist had eradicated any possibility of observing the source of the footsteps. His eyes bulged with the effort to learn more, but it was his ears that brought him new information. A second set of footsteps were moving at pace. Moments later the street fell to silence, then a woeful scream erupted from the shroud of mist.
 
William immediately burst into a run. The street and mist seemed to be unending with no sign of killer or victim. He felt his feet slipping on the cobbles. When he chanced a look, he saw deep crimson blood, flowing like a grotesque river beneath his leathered soles. Another scream rent the air and focused his mind on the pursuit. He rounded a corner, and the landscape changed from a London street to a small court. He faced a door, which was adorned with the painted number thirteen.
 
He recognised and knew his location. With fearful resignation, he raised a hand and pressed against the timbers. The interior was shrouded in darkness but, as he placed his foot over the threshold, a single candle sprang to life. His eyes were fixed to the light as he took a few more paces. He knew that he must turn and look to his right. He knew only too well what horrors lay just beyond his vision. He couldn’t do it; every sinew in his body refused to bear witness to the slaughter. He considered retreating from the room but suddenly it was moving. In answer to his reluctance, the structure took matters into his own hands.
 
The bed came into view and on its surface laid the tangled mess that had been the beautiful Mary Kelly. His eyes took in the horror she had undergone as his vista moved from the foot of the bed and travelled upwards. He saw the bloodstained bedding and the legs left spread apart. The torso had been ripped from the abdomen to her jaw. He stepped back in shock. Mary’s head turned and then slowly, so very slowly, her eyes opened.
 
‘Who will speak for us William?” the figure asked.
 
He did not reply but turned on his heels and raced from the room. Outside, he crouched low and vomited. His hands shook as he fumbled for a handkerchief to wipe his sweating brow. He held the cloth to his eyes hoping to wipe the image from his mind’s eye. However, as he did so, he realised that he was not alone. As he allowed the cloth to drop to the cobbles, figures dominated his view.
 
Before him, stood the mutilated victims of the Ripper. Each held out a hand as though begging for help. They made no sound, because the mouth of each was sown shut. A figure at his side plucked up his handkerchief and placed it in his jacket pocket. Mary Kelly was no longer the horrific butchery that had lain on the bed. She was the woman whom William had walked, talked, and made love to. Her hand moved to his cheek and to his surprise, it was warm and tender.
 
“Speak for me, William.” She turned and pointed towards the other spectral forms. “Speak for all of his victims.”
 
As he looked, more and more victims appeared through the darkness, until, like a military parade, they stood in testament to the Ripper’s evil.
 
“William!” Emily shook her lover as she called his name. Finally, the former officer of the 66th was dragged into the real world. His eyes flickered and then opened to see the beautiful Emily leaning over him. “You were having a nightmare.”
 
“No, it wasn’t a nightmare.” William paused as he thought about the horrific images. “It was a call to arms.” He kissed her and placed his arms around her warm and inviting body. “It’s fine now.”
 




Chapter 3
The following morning William was late to rise. He had lain in bed listening to the staff within Emily’s London home go about their daily chores. Emily herself rose early and had been determined to allow William a chance to rest. However, as the sizeable family clock, which stood on the upper landing, struck the hour of nine she entered their sleeping quarters carrying a large tray. William never failed to recognise her beauty. As she entered the room carrying a large tray, he felt a warmth of emotion run through him. Even when carrying out mundane tasks such as bringing him his breakfast did Emily’s beauty quicken his heart.
 
“I missed you, come back to bed.” He made a lunge in the attempt to catch her and drag her into the bed. She stepped backwards avoiding his grasp.
 
“Never mind that, let me take a look at that hand,” she replied.
 
“It’s fine.” He had been so consumed in his own thoughts the previous night that the swollen hand had gone unnoticed.
 
“William it’s twice the size it should be, the man you hit must be feeling the effects from the blow.”
 
“Unlikely.”
 
“Oh,” she paused and then added, “Was it awful William?”
 
“He had killed two women and crippled another when Abberline asked me to help. He thought that the murderer may be involved in my investigation. We got him but not before he killed a young constable.”
 
“Oh, William!” She placed a hand upon his cheek. “But you got him, William. He cannot hurt anyone else.” William did not reply, and Emily sensed that the man she loved had no wish to discuss the matter further. “Do you travel to Slaughter Yard today?”
 
“Yes, I have to see both Abberline and Isaac.”
 
Emily’s face lit up with the mention of Isaac Naismith. “Isaac! How is he?”
 
“I have no idea; I haven’t seen him since his brother died. He sent me a letter requesting a meeting.”  William frowned showing clearly that he was not keen on the meeting.
 
“Is that a problem?”
 
“I killed his brother, Emily. I doubt Isaac will want to share pleasantries.”
 
“William, you have no reason to feel guilt. You killed a man who sought your death. He was responsible for the murder of countless others. He would have certainly murdered Isaac, if you had not acted.”
 
“Blood runs deep, Emily, and no matter his crimes, he was still Isaac’s brother.”
 
“And you are his friend, true friendship can be a bond as strong as a family tie.” Emily placed her hand on William’s cheek. “Isaac will know you had only one course of action.”
 
“That remains to be seen.” William kissed Emily, partly because he loved her but mostly because it was another conversation that he did not wish to pursue. It seemed too much weighed heavily upon his mind. “Perhaps, in a few days, we could take some time away from the City and visit Cloveney.”
 
“Oh, William, that would be wonderful.”
 
∞∞∞
 
Two hours later, William entered his office at Slaughter Yard. He took a deep breath; thankful that Isaac Naismith had not arrived. He glanced down and opened the drawer within his desk. He smiled and then silently thanked Obadiah for ensuring a full bottle of Bushmills lay invitingly in its wooden sarcophagus.  He lifted the bottle and a glass from the drawer eager to sample his favourite liquid. However, as he attempted to sit upright, he caught his hand on the desk. The glass fell to the floor, and although it did not break, it did make a determined bid for freedom and rolled beneath the desk. William cursed and disappeared under the wooden barrier to reclaim the wayward drinking vessel.
 
“If you don’t mind I will have a clean glass.”
 
“Naismith!” William was surprised that Isaac Naismith had entered his room without a sound.
 
“Thank you for agreeing to meet me, William. I know you must feel that I have let you down.”
 
“Excuse me?” William was taken aback by the statement.
 
“All that time hunting a killer, and it turned out to be my brother. I don’t understand it, William. He was with me at the time of Mary Kelly’s death.”
 
“You haven’t been told, have you?”
 
“Told what?”
 
“Your brother was not working alone. Your theory that more than one killer was at work, proved to be correct. Mary Kelly was either killed by the former Abbess of the Mops or by an unknown accomplice. I thought Anderson would have informed you. I gave him quite a detailed report.”
 
Isaac was clearly surprised by the news. “I err… have left my former employment. Anderson could hardly trust a man that could not even unearth a killer in his own household.”
 
“You take too much responsibility, Isaac. What your brother did does not reflect upon you as a man. He may have been insane, but he was also intelligent. He fooled all of us.”
 
“Thank you, William.”
 
For a moment, William studied Isaac from across the desk. “So, you are currently without a position?”
 
“Yes, but debtor's prison is some way off. I am not without means. I confess the mind tires from the lack of exercise.”
 
“Slaughter Yard is always in need of good men.”
 
“You would trust me, William?” William’s offer of employment clearly stunned Isaac.
 
“Of course, I damn well trust you.”
 
“I would be honoured,” Isaac replied excitedly.
 
“Don’t be so keen, the pay is dreadful, and you will more than likely end up face down, drinking the Thames.”
 
“I already have more money than I could spend. The risk is worth it, I want nothing more than to find those that aided my brother.
 
“Isaac…” William put on a grave face.
 
“What is it?” Isaac replied, Isaac’s expression reflected William’s sudden change in mood.
 
“I am sorry, Isaac.”
 
“For?”
 
“Killing your brother – if there had been any other way…”
 
“It was for the best, William. There was something wrong with him, no matter how hard I tried. I could not reach the demons that plagued his mind. I certainly hold no malice towards you. It was an action that I would have taken myself. Now, how about that drink?” A knock sounded at the door. William looked up to see Abberline.
 
“I’m sure he can smell the bottle the moment it leaves the draw.” William announced, his words causing Isaac to laugh.
 
Abberline entered and pulled up a chair and then stared expectantly at the bottle of Bushmills. William took the hint and poured his friend a generous serving of his cherished beverage.
 
“You said you had news, Fred.”
 
“That I have.” Abberline paused long enough to empty the contents of his glass, “I am going to be leaving London for some time.”
 
“But why?” William made no attempt to hide the fact that he was disappointed by the news.
 
“Anderson wants my experience on the coast. It’s not permanent, but I will be away for a number of months.”
 
“When do you leave?” Isaac asked.
 
“Not until the start of the month. Anderson has arranged a replacement to cover my duties in liaising with you, William. I have been given assurances that he will only assist and not interfere.”
 
“That will make a pleasant change,” joked William. Despite the humour, William liked having Abberline close. His experience and friendship were invaluable in a city of deceit.
 
“Bastard! That will cost you another drink.” Abberline slid his glass towards William, and he obliged the Inspector with a refill.
 
The three men settled down to discuss the Ripper investigation. They also continued to enjoy the contents of William’s whiskey bottle.
 
∞∞∞
 
Three different men were spending time in not so entertaining circumstances, despite their place of work.
 
The Lyceum Theatre was proud of its role as guardian of excellence for London’s enthusiastic theatre goers. The renowned stage had been responsible for delivering masterpieces to an ever-eager crowd for many years. Despite its success, the theatre still required financial backing to deliver plays to the populace. Henry Irving quietly discussed the setting up of their next endeavour with his ever-present friend and employee Bram Stoker. The two men were not happy; it was not the production of the play but the benefactor’s interference which vexed them to an almost breaking point. A cough sounded out from one of the upper boxes causing Henry Irving to roll his eyes.
 
“Perhaps we should get the fool a bell,” the shorter man snapped. His Dublin tone always became harsher as his nerves became more frayed.
 
“Calm yourself Brammie. A few weeks and the applause will drown out the old cock’s crowing.”
 
“I could just go up there and tease him from the balcony. It’s dark… a man could easily take a fall.”
 
Irving laughed,
 
“Tempting, but alas, we still need the man’s purse. However, when those who hammer at the door for coin no longer call, then please, allow your primal instinct to flourish.” Henry patted his friend on the shoulder, who begrudgingly turned and began the long walk into the theatre’s shadows to meet with the creature that owned the cough.
 
As Irving entered the booth, he was met by thick, acrid cigar smoke. He wondered how his benefactor could even observe the stage through the self-induced fog. The figure to his front was shrouded in darkness and smoke. Only the glowing tip of an enormous cigar highlighted the faintest glimpse of the man’s face.
 
“Irving, I am not happy with the progress.” The confident voice sounded with the thick, deep Russian accent trawling slowly over the syllables.
 
“Which part of the play, Kostya?” Irving asked, ensuring his tone was neutral. He loathed the man, but as he had told Brammie, the Lyceum needed his funds. He even doubted Kostya’s claims to be Russian, and that it was nothing more than an elaborate act. As he looked toward the back of the man’s head, he decided that Kostya had never stepped foot beyond the British shores.
 
“I believe your choice of our female lead is a mistake. I hope I don’t have to remind you that it is my wealth that is risked in this venture.”
 
“Ellen Terry is the finest actress to grace a stage.”
 
“She has too many summers in her past. I want youth and vibrancy.”
 
“Vibrancy comes from the skill of the actor, Kostya, not the lack of years. Besides, having Ellen on that stage will ensure the seats are full, which is what we both want.”
 
“Very well, have it your way, Irving.” Kostya had at no point looked at Irving, and to signal that the conversation was at an end, he merely threw a hand in the air, and dismissed Irving. He waved him away. “Do not fail me.”
 
“I will not fail the Lyceum,” Irving replied. Only the darkness of the theatre prevented the rising crimson of anger in Irving’s face from being evident. If he had not turned to leave so quickly before Kostya could speak any further, he would have seen the smug, contented smile on the Russian’s face.
 
Kostya loathed the pompous Englishman; especially, the way he oozed self-importance. He could not be more pleased with himself at putting the dandy in his place and now would retire, looking forward to further opportunities to ruffle Irving’s feathers.
 
***
 
Kostya did not take a carriage. He strolled down the streets of London, the two men he paid to ensure his protection no more than a couple of paces behind.  The journey to Kostya’s newly acquired residence on the east side of Regent’s park did not take long. The white neoclassic terraced block rose from the London Street like a man-made mountain. The three men passed the black iron railings which ran along the front of Cumberland Terrace as a physical barrier which screamed at the lower classes to mind their place. Kostya entered his home by the front door. The two men behind him, however, had to retrace their footsteps and enter via the staff quarters in the rear of the building.
 
Once inside they removed their boots and walked toward the kitchen. The room became the gathering spot for the servants about the house to complain fervently about their master. Miss Doyle, sat at the table, her grey hair held up from her shoulders by a white bonnet. The elderly, plump woman commanded the kitchen like an old General marshalling his troops. She was stirring an unknown mix within a large bowl and did so with an air of self-importance. The table played host to one of her troops; a beautiful creature despite her plain maid’s apparel.  She busied herself darning a tear in the front of her apron.
 
“Elizabeth, you need to pay more attention to your duties without making rags of your clothes.” The stern voice of Miss Doyle sounded.
 
“Yes, Miss Doyle.” The maid replied annoyed that once again Miss Doyle had chosen to call her Elizabeth, rather than her preferred title.
 
“Now, now, Miss Doyle, let Bessie alone. That Russian bastard has gone to his bed, and we are in need of food.” The shorter of the two men rubbed his stomach to emphasise his hunger.
 
“Let her alone? If you only knew what it took to run this household with just the girl and that idiot, Billy. He has failed to show up for his duties again.”
 
“I will speak to him,” he replied and then added, “He’s probably tending to his mother.”
 
“Oh, that’s all right then. Pardon me for mentioning it.” Miss Doyle made no attempt to keep the sarcasm from her voice.
 
“Miss Doyle it’s a fact that this place would crumble and fall into the Thames if it was not for tireless work. Plus, your beauty stirs the beast within me.” He rushed forward and grasped the elderly woman and then planted a large wet kiss on her cheek.
 
“John Branford! Kindly keep your hands to yourself.” Despite Miss Doyle’s protestations, an unmistakable glint appeared within her eyes.
 
John laughed, and then he and his comrade took a seat at the large wooden table. For a moment, not a word was said because each of the men’s eyes was fixed firmly on an object that occupied the centre of the table. The cake was a delight to behold. John only saw such luxury in the most expensive establishments, such as Pagani’s or the Savoy. It was with jealously in both eye and gut, for his enjoyment was merely the observation through the windows of beguiling eateries.
 
“A wonderful cake, Miss Doyle. However, did you find the time?”
 
“I don’t have the time for such frivolity; Billy dropped it in as a way of an apology. His mam said it is to be enjoyed by us alone and not for the master. I hope she doesn’t think this means Billy has been excused his duties.
 
“Still, it would be a shame to waste,” replied John.
 
“Very well.” Miss Doyle’s starchy exterior seemed to soften. In truth, she had struggled to restrain herself from sampling the exquisite looking bakery. “Bessie, bring some plates.”
 
The crockery was gathered, and the pile of plates placed in front of John. He stood, eager to slice into the magnificent cake. He could feel saliva building in his mouth in anticipation of the indulgence He calmed himself, for even in the company of the lowly, behaving like a gentleman still ruled. The first slice was passed to Miss Doyle. Bessie received the following portion and then his fellow guard, Tom. John took his piece and hoped that his fellow diners did not notice that his slice was slightly bigger.
 
Five minutes later the room seemed to be revolving about them. The faces that swam before the diners took on an almost spectral form. Voices seemed to be spoken from a great distance with no individual word discernible. Another five minutes passed; the room fell into silence. Miss Doyle, Bessie and Tom sat with their heads slumped on the sturdy table. John had obviously tried to rise, but his attempt had been folly. He lay upon the floor, ignorant of the figure that now slipped through the door to the servant quarters. He did not feel the figure place a hand on his throat or see it give Bessie a testing poke. If any had been in possession of their senses, they would have seen the smile upon the stranger’s contented face. They might have heard him move from the kitchen into the inner sanctum of Kostya’s household or heard the click of the front door as another figure was allowed entrance. However, those that served the household of the arrogant Russian, were oblivious to all that took place.
 




Chapter 4
The morning sun was filtering through the grime-smeared kitchen windows. The master of the house liked to put on a show for important guests by spending lavishly upon the interior of his home. However, that spending was not extended to the areas of the house frequented only by his employees.  The windows which could not be seen by the influential guests remained unwashed, unless one of his staff took it upon themselves to carry out the duty in their own time.  If the master of the household had been a man who gained respect from those within his employees then it would have been highly probable that one would take a cloth to the windows. Kostya however, was arrogant and treated those of lower social standing with contempt.
 
Bessie stirred as beams of warm light made their way through the grimy windows to caress her thin, almost porcelain hand. For the first time in a number of hours her eyes flickered. Eventually, she allowed them to open and Bessie was filled with confusion as to the previous night’s happening. The confusion however, was not her only concern; her head throbbed with pain. It felt like she had consumed copious amounts of gin, but she knew that not one drop had passed her lips. Realising she was in fact resting her head on the large kitchen table; she forced her weary body to sit upright.  Bleary vision took in her surroundings. Miss Doyle and Tom were slumped across the table. However, it wasn’t until she had managed to rise from her seat that she saw John, sprawled unceremoniously across the floor. She tried her best to force her aching limbs to rush to his side. Gently placing her hands on his body, she gave a timid push, and then when no response came, she repeated the action with more force. The extra effort went without reward. Bessie’s increasing panic was slowed by the knowledge that John had not departed from the world of men. John’s face retained its colour despite his apparent lifeless form. She was no doctor, but Bessie had watched her beloved father slip from the world. As death approached, the bronzed skin of the `man she idolised faded and then took on a milk-white pallor. She had observed as her father’s eyes lost their gleam and eventually saw nought, despite remaining wide open. That day, she had reached out a trembling hand. She had felt the cold waxy skin of the forehead before gently moving her hand down to end her father’s deathly stare.
She knew that John had not followed her beloved father into the arms of the Lord.
 
Bessie was tempted to run, headlong into the street, fulfilling the urge to scream. She wanted someone, anyone, to come to her salvation. Then quite surprisingly, the image of her employer swam into her mind’s eye.  Knowing what she must do, she moved away from John’s unconscious body. She would risk the fury of a master who rarely witnessed the rising of the morning sun. Before long, Bessie was timidly walking along the main corridor of the house. She ignored the various rooms which entertained the wealthy populace of London. The master would be in his bedroom, and that was situated on the upper floor. She placed a hand on the cold wooden banister; cold, like her master’s ice-like manner. Bessie paused, steadied her nerves, and gulped down the lump within her throat. Reluctantly, she placed her foot on the first step.
 
Eventually, Bessie reached the summit of the staircase. Her master’s private chamber was only a few paces away. Her mind was set about the task, and she would not be discouraged from its completion at this late stage. Moments later, she gave a gentle rap on the door. When her initial attempt went without response, she applied more force. Once more, silence was the only reply to her efforts. Bessie, bit down on her lip as she considered her next move. She reached out her trembling hand and grasped the round door knob. Her mouth felt uncomfortably dry as she gave the knob a short, sharp turn. When the door opened, she pushed her head through the widening gap and peered inside. The lack of movement from within or absence of a sleeping figure on the bed revealed why no reply had been forthcoming. The room was devoid of life, which did nothing for the panic experienced by the young maid. She retreated from the room and then proceeded to search the upper level. The task proved to be fruitless; she was forced to face the fact that she was alone. Eventually, she took to the stairs once more unsure of what to do next.
 
As she placed a foot on the downstairs corridor, she noticed that the door to Kostya’s study was slightly ajar. Her brow wrinkled in confusion; she had been sure the door had been closed on her last passing. She shook the puzzlement from her mind as she became hopeful that she would at last find the master of the house. She moved quickly to the door and gave it an expectant knock. Her jaw tensed, testament to the annoyance she felt, at the silence that followed.  She uttered a curse under her breath as she flung the door open.
 
The scream held fixed in her throat for just a moment. Her brain told her that if the scream was to escape, then the nightmare that she now beheld would become a reality. The fear driven cry, however, would not be denied. Bessie screamed; when her lungs were fit to burst she gulped down air. The replenishment only took a moment, and soon her scream was declaring the horror to the world. She was still screaming as two powerful hands grasped her by the shoulders and spun her bodily around.  Bessie was pulled into an embrace. She struggled violently, believing that an unknown attacker wished to do her harm.
 
“Come away girl,” John whispered. He manoeuvred the terrified maid from the study and in the same movement closed the door on the slaughter. Two steps into the corridor Bessie slumped into John’s arms. Her mind could not rid itself of the image within the study. The horror finally overwhelmed her senses and robbed her of consciousness.
 
∞∞∞
 
William Harkness took direction from the constable at the door. Frederick Abberline’s message was vague, giving no reason for the summons.  He proceeded down the corridor taking heed of the constable’s advice to continue forward. Gradually, the familiar voice belonging to Abberline sounded in the distance. The Inspector’s voice and that of another grew louder as William approached the end of the corridor. However, as he pushed at the door that lay to his front, silence descended.
 
William entered the kitchen; he quickly took in his surroundings, trying to keep the look of surprise from his face. He had been expecting a murder scene.
 
“William!” Abberline seemed relieved to see his friend, and, a little flustered, also. “This is Dr. Anne Fitzgerald; Dr. Kempster has taken a much-needed leave of absence. I am assured that her work is of the highest calibre.” Abberline’s face betrayed his words, he seemed unconvinced.
 
“The Inspector seems to think that women have no place in dealing with murder.” The woman was short of stature, but still had an aura of confidence. Although she was attractive, the way she dressed and wore her hair suggested that she placed little importance on looks. William was in no doubt that she wanted those about her to see the doctor and not the woman.  Her accent dictated that she was from the highlands and in some way added the seriousness of the woman. “I hope that you are not of the same opinion?” She eyed William as a cat spies a particularly plump mouse. Despite the intrusive stare, William was in no mood for games.
 
William switched his attention to the Inspector. “I judge by the quality of work and results. It has been my experience that women have many skills, murder just being one of them.” He purposely did not distinguish between the act of murder or the solving of one. “Why have I been summoned, Abberline?”
 
“This room was the scene of a crime. Four people now reside at the workhouse recovering from whatever ails them.”
 
“We don’t know what is wrong with them?” he asked.
 
“Poisoned, most probably,” Fitzgerald interrupted. “This fine piece of bakery is the most likely source.” The look she displayed, suggested she would have liked to have sampled the cake and damn to the consequences.
 
“So why am I here?”
 
“Because William the four unfortunate souls were merely bystanders to the real crime. They were kept quiet as a far greater sin was committed. Come with me.” Abberline did not wait for William to reply. He marched passed William and out of the kitchen. William turned, and then watched the Inspector as he travelled up the corridor. Abberline stopped and just for a moment paused before opening a door, and disappearing from view. William slowly began to follow Abberline’s path, suspecting that he was about to be confronted by something truly terrible. He could not shake the look on the experienced Inspector’s face as he entered the room. Abberline had worked the streets of London for many years, and therefore, must have seen all the horrors that the old city had to offer. Nonetheless, what lay within the room caused the Inspector obvious discomfort. William knew the room held an experience that was not going to be pleasant to behold.
 
At first, all within the room seemed normal. The study was similar to his father’s; it was a room in which deals are made and fortunes gained. There were many like it within the city of London. As William lifted his line of sight, the horror of what lay about the room became all too apparent. A man was nailed above the fireplace. The victim was naked and his arms were outstretched in a grotesque Christ-like crucifixion.
 
“It’s quite an image is it not?” Fitzgerald walked beyond William. “Rather inventive, in a morbid sort of way.”
 
“Ermm - Yes I suppose so,” William replied. He was a little shocked at the delight Fitzgerald seemed to take from the scene of slaughter.
 
“Obviously, more than one killer.” She announced, as though it was plain for all to see.
 
“How do you know?” William asked.
 
Fitzgerald reached out a hand and felt William’s arm; she squeezed the muscle beneath his clothing. She raised her eyebrows and smiled. “You have an impressive frame, Mr Harkness. Tell me, could you lift a man so far from the floor, and in the process, drive nails through his flesh?”
 
“I see what you mean.” William felt a little uneasy at Fitzgerald’s touch. He sensed she was testing the flesh in her hand. He just was not sure whether it was to see if he would make a good lover or a specimen upon the slab.
 
“The victim has been separated from his tongue and genitalia,” Fitzgerald continued with her appraisal of the murder scene. As she made the announcement, she tapped two items, which embellished the fire hearth. They were obviously the aforementioned body parts.
 
“Is that what killed him?” William asked. His faced clearly displaying his disgust.
 
“One such injury would certainly lead to death; in this case, however, neither injury was the cause of our victim meeting his end.” Fitzgerald pulled a chair closer to the fireplace. She used it to gain the necessary height to more closely inspect the body. After a few moments inspecting the various parts of the victim, she nodded her head as if confirming an unspoken conclusion. “The wound to the throat is the culprit. “She placed her finger next to a heavily bloodied area. “It looks like a sharp two-pronged implement was driven through the flesh, and then it seems this unfortunate soul was allowed to bleed out. It would have been relatively quickly.”
 
“So why the other injuries?” William asked. He wondered if Fitzgerald had any insight.
 
“A vengeful husband perhaps? The tongue and genitalia are both needed to coax a dutiful wife to adultery. The butchery is an act of symbolism?”
 
William turned his back on Fitzgerald, lost in his own thoughts. “Symbolic, yes, but no vengeful husband.” His words were not meant for the ears of others. He was arranging the facts within his mind, preparing his soul for the battle which lay ahead.  Suddenly, he turned and looked straight at the experienced inspector. “It’s going to start again, Fred.”
 
“That is what I thought, William.”
 
“I am going to need more men. I would also like to speak to our four patients. Best keep them under guard, Fred, they may be involved.”
 
“It has already been done. I doubt they are part of this slaughter; two were still unconscious when I arrived.”
 
“I’ll get Isaac to go through this room. We need to know exactly who this man was and why someone took the time to search his office as they committed bloody murder.”
 
“Searched?” Abberline asked. The look on Abberline’s face clearly showed that he was concerned that he may have missed something.
 
“Look at the books on his shelves, Fred. Here and there, they have been replaced upside down.”
 
“Maybe our victim was not organised?” Abberline replied.
 
“Fred, one book out of place is absent minded. No, this room was searched and then quickly straightened to hide the fact. Words are important Fred; even the most slovenly care for a book like a newborn. I’m sure the books that grace your home are in order and hold pride of place.”
 
“Erm...yes of course.”
 
“This might help.” Fitzgerald threw an item to William. “It was in his mouth.”
 
William looked down at the item within his hand. It was a large gold ring with a black stone set in its front. Within the stone, a golden snake curled around an ivory hammer. A small letter ‘R’ inlaid with silver was situated beneath the beast and hammer. Abberline moved closer to examine the piece in William’s hand.
 
“That’s no everyday trinket. I’d wager that would cost more than a year’s salary.”
 
“I’ll look into it,” William replied, trying not to show the disgust he felt. The saliva of a dead man now covered his hand. William had been a soldier. He’d seen and endured so many horrors in his life, he still felt unease as the slime rolled over his flesh. Fighting the revulsion, he placed the ring into a handkerchief. Both he and Abberline then spent time searching the interior of Kostya’s household. The search, however, proved to be in vain. Neither William nor Abberline found any trace of evidence that could point toward the identity of a killer or motive behind the murder. With nothing to aid his investigation, William decided that he would leave Isaac to complete the remainder of the search. Besides, he could think of nothing more tedious than probing countless documents.
 




Chapter 5
As one man’s sorrows were at an end, his lifeless form hoisted from the fireplace, another man’s woes seemed to be only just beginning. He found himself a great distance from the home belonging to Vladimir Kostya. Beyond the cobbled streets of the old city, the green fields of England played host to the sinister acquaintances of Charles Coldridge.
 
A hooded figure carrying a tray emerged from the sizable country house. Unlike many of the large estates within the Empire, this one showed the signs of not prospering. It was by no means a ruin, but it did, however, take on a shabby, unloved appearance. Its gardens, which once caused visitors to gasp in appreciation, now ran wild and returned to the state intended by nature.  The figure did not linger in the gardens; only the tray caused a restriction to its pace. Once through the gardens, it passed various outbuildings, but showed no intention of entering. Onward the sinister figure pressed, leaving the gravelled pathway for a small track that meandered into the countryside. As the robed figure and the track passed through a shield of trees, a circular building came into view.
 
Moments later, the figure lifted the latch which held a short but sturdy wooden door in place. The interior was bleak; no decoration adorning the walls. Only lanterns disrupted the dominance of the brickwork. Not one window shone light upon the interior. The figure moved forward until its progress was brought to a halt by a wooden fence. It was equal in height to that of his hip. Refusing to light any of the available lanterns the figure used the feel of the fence against his side as a guide. The barrier formed a circle within the round building. It wasn’t until the figure had reached the exact opposite point to which he had entered the building, did he reach out a hand to light a lantern.  The rays of light danced their pagan-like ritual upon the aging brickwork. For the first time, a small gateway and staircase were illuminated. A stranger to the building would have been surprised that rather than a stairway running to the heavens, they disappeared into the depths. The figure began its descent, the sound of boot leather echoing in the chasm. Twice more the figure stopped on its downward trajectory as lanterns were lit and further steps into the pit were revealed. As the footsteps neared the end of their journey another noise joined their chorus. The jangling of chains could be heard. This noise was not the heavy beat of chain against wall, but more a rustle of metal. It was as though a manacled beast shook from fear or anger.
 
The stranger’s foot made contact with an altogether different surface. The disparity in sound signalled that the descent was at an end.
 
“Why do you keep me here against my will?” An anxious voice sounded from the shadows.
 
The figure did not respond but merely placed the tray upon the floor before lighting the last lantern. A beaten and bruised figure came into view. It shrank away from the light; its body pressed against the surface of the wall, as if trying to become one with the structure,
 
“Answer me, have I not done all that you have asked?” The desperate captive pleaded. He raised a hand to a deep cut on his lip. The words he had just uttered clearly caused him great discomfort.
 
“You have potential, Coldridge, but your arrogance makes you weak. Your greed means you have become a fool. If you wish to bathe in the light, first you must wash away the grime. You must be cleansed.” The figure bent down and for the first time in days, Coldridge received tenderness. The cloaked figure stretched out a hand and used his own garment to wipe some of the dried blood from Coldridge’s jaw. “Eat, tomorrow will begin your education.” The tray was placed before him, and without another word the figure extinguished the light, and moved toward the staircase.
 
“Wait!” Coldridge pleaded. “Please at least leave me the lantern.”
 
His cries went unheard as the familiar noise of leather boot against the staircase, sounded through the darkness. Coldridge sobbed as he stretched out a battered and shaking hand to grasp the bread.
 
∞∞∞
 
The hooded figure emerged from the circular building into the brilliant sunshine He looked at the house and spied a figure striding confidently in his direction. As the man neared he bowed his head and then with a smile upon his face held out a hand.
 
“So, how is the arrogant Coldridge?” The tone signalled it was a question asked out of politeness rather than genuine interest.
 
The hooded figure shook the new arrival’s hand. “He nears the time where he will be receptive to an enlightened path. Far sooner, I might add, than you accepted education.”
 
“Weaker minds are often the simpler to manipulate,” the other figure laughed.
 
“I see Coldridge is not the only man with arrogance as a fault.” However, the reprimand was made in jest.  The hooded figure placed a hand on the shoulder of the man and steered him towards the house. “I did not realise you were visiting your family home today.”
 
“I wished to speak with you privately,” the figure replied and then paused as though unsure how to proceed.
 
“Speak, if you have concerns, I would hear them before they fester.” The hooded figure spoke as a teacher would to favourite student and not as master to servant.
 
“I am loathed to agree with Coldridge; I feel he may be correct concerning Harkness. He is dangerous and those that stand at his shoulder are loyal.”
 
“I agree; Harkness is dangerous. He has considerable talent, and so we must proceed with caution.”
 
“Then why not dispose of the threat?”
 
“William Harkness is brave, intelligent and relentless, but he is also predictable. Besides, killing him would unleash a far greater risk to our cause. Sir Simeon Harkness is a man not hampered by morality. He also has every resource at his disposal. Kill William Harkness, and we would risk unleashing a maelstrom that even our dedication would struggle to overcome. No, for the time being, we must accept this thorn in our side.”
 
“Then there is nothing we can do?”
 
“I would not say that. There are worse ills you can visit on men like William Harkness than death. Let me think about this. You have my word, William Harkness will feel our presence.” The figure noticed that his words had not eased his visitor’s fears. “You are a young man, and I sometimes forget the energy of youth. Take the opportunity to observe your enemy. Know this William Harkness, as though he were your own reflection in a mirror. Study what makes him strong and what are his frailties. Know those that he calls friend or loved ones.” He bent and picked up a fallen apple with his left hand. “Discover all there is to know and William Harkness will be exactly where we want him to be.” He placed the apple in the palm of his right hand. “Then, it will be a simple matter to rid this world of your enemy.” He squeezed the apple until it turned to pulp.
 
The young visitor bowed his head in acceptance of the task and then without further deliberation took his leave. The hooded figure observed the man’s departure and removed the hood, which had concealed his features. The heat of the day left his hair matted with sweat. As he pulled a cloth from his pocket and wiped the perspiration away he thought deeply on the problem that was William Harkness. As he did so, he heard the call of a bird of prey. He looked at the sky as the bird swooped from the heavens. Moments later, its cruel talons hooked an unfortunate rabbit and once more took to the sky. On the ground, a more fortunate rabbit glanced in all directions. The man could have sworn the small creature seemed confused as to the disappearance of its friend. The poor beast looked lost without any idea of which duty it should fulfil next. The man smiled as a plan formed within his mind.




Chapter 6
William sat with Abberline and Jack in the office at Slaughter Yard. A sharp rap on the door was followed by a young constable peering timidly into the room.
 
“What do you want, Davis?” Abberline barked.
 
“I have the three prisoners from the workhouse, Inspector,” the constable replied, warily.
 
William knew that Abberline’s fearsome reputation among his fellow officers meant that he was respected by those of lower rank, but still struck fear in their souls. The expression on the young policeman’s face bore evidence to that fact.
 
“Prisoners? I was not aware we had prisoners at the workhouse. I hope for your sake Davis that they have been afforded the greatest of care in their treatment.”
 
“Of course, sir.” The constable seemed disappointed that Abberline considered him likely to be in dereliction of his duty.
 
“One moment,” Abberline suddenly looked confused, “why only three?”
 
The constable struggled to retrieve a small notebook from his breast pocket. “A... Miss Doyle did not wake from her ordeal. She passed away at 4.22 in the early hours.”
 
“And nobody thought to inform me?” Abberline’s temper was clearly beginning to rise.
 
“I was not made aware of the fact until I arrived at the workhouse.” The constable looked flustered as he tried to placate his superior.
 
“It’s that damned woman!” Abberline announced. He thumped his fist on the wooden desk. There was a clang as the bottle of Bushmills tipped onto to its side, colliding with a glass. Only William’s speed of hand prevented both whiskey and glass hurtling to the floor.
 
“Abberline?” William said, showing his concern at his friend’s outburst.
 
“Fitzgerald, she’s taken offence at me stating woman had no business with murder.” The inspector replied, the redness of his cheeks displaying his irritation to all present.
 
“Well, the witnesses are here now. We should try to gather any information possible from them,” William suggested, trying his best to calm the irritable Abberline.
 
Abberline nodded to the constable, and the anxious officer momentarily disappeared from view. The door was then opened fully and the youthful constable asked the so far unseen witnesses, to enter the office. Jack rose from his chair, and after briefly catching the eye of the beautiful young woman, announced that he would fetch refreshment.
 
For some time, William Harkness did not speak.  He took his time, eyeing each of the witnesses in turn.  He wondered if any of those sat before him were involved in the murder of their master.. Each had an almost ghostly white pallor, the effects on their bodies from the poison. Harkness guessed that they’d spent many hours retching the foul contaminates. If one of them had been involved, then it was clear they’d suffered sorely for their part in the grotesque murder. Finally, his eyes came to rest on the man who seemed most at ease.
 
“Name?” William kept his tone neutral. It was neither stern nor comforting.
 
“John Branford, sir.”
 
“By whom were you employed?”
 
“Vladimir Kostya, sir.”
 
“I assume you saw the body in the study, was it the body of Vladimir Kostya?”
 
“It was, sir.” John Branford’s demeanour changed. For the first time, he did not seem at ease, and the slightest colouring showed itself upon his white, waxy complexion. William was as yet, unsure of the reason why.
 
“Kostya seems to have been a man of wealth. Tell me, what was his trade?”
 
“I have no idea, sir.” Branford paused for a moment and then added, “I have only been in his employ for a few months. Most of that time, he was either entertaining people in his home or visiting whores. The only task that could be described as work was when he visited the Lyceum.”
 
“Visiting the theatre could hardly be considered work,” William replied.
 
“I am not sure as to the reason. Kostya usually insisted that we remain outside. However, on the few occasions we were permitted entry, it was clear that Kostya was in business with the theatre management.”
 
William recognised Branford’s statement was another lead in the case. Nonetheless, he was careful to keep his facial expression neutral. “Tell me, did you like your employer?”
 
“He was an arrogant bastard. He treated those without wealth as filth. No, Mr. Harkness I hated him, and I doubt many will mourn his departure from this world.” Branford’s face contorted, as though he could actually taste the loathing he had for Kostya.
 
“But earlier you seemed genuinely upset about his death.”
 
“May I ask you a question Mr. Harkness?” Without waiting for a reply Branford continued. “I can tell by the way you hold yourself that you served in the army. I would also guess that you were a commander of men. Tell me Mr. Harkness, did you like all the men under your command, and if not, did you regret their passing while they were in your care? No, Mr. Harkness, I did not like Kostya, but it was my task to keep him safe. A task in which I have utterly failed.”
 
William did not reply. He studied the man to his front. He looked for signs of arrogance and deceit within Branford’s face. However, he saw only self-loathing and sadness.  Jack interrupted the observation; he and the constable were carrying hot beverages. “Mr. Branford will take his refreshment outside with you, Jack. For the time being, I have finished questioning him.” William turned his gaze back to Branford. “If you would be so kind as to wait, I and the Inspector would like to discuss your employer at more length.” Branford did not reply vocally, however, he gave a simple nod of agreement before rising from his chair. 
 
William slowly turned his gaze to the next witness. “And you are?”
 
“T-Tom Gibbs, sir,” The young man stuttered his reply.
 
“You seem nervous, Tom?”
 
“Never been in trouble with the peelers before, ‘ave I sir? I don’t know anything."
 
“Did I say you were in trouble Tom? I just need to know what happened that night,”
 
“All I know is we finished our work and Miss Doyle offered us some cake.” At Tom’s mention of Miss Doyle, Bessie began to sob. Tom continued, “I never saw a soul, other than those that sat around the table.”
 
“You didn’t see the body?”
 
“No, Sir.”
 
“How did you come to be in the employ of Vladimir Kostya?”
 
“My Ma owns a small farm. It is not doing so well, so Ma asked John if he could find me a position within the city. John served with my father; he’s been kind to me and Ma, since my father didn’t return from the Sudan.”
 
“Very well Tom, if you would join Mr. Branford.” William managed a small smile to put the young man at ease. However, inside he felt little joy. He doubted if any of the witnesses could shed any light on the investigation. As Tom departed from his office, William reached into his pocket and withdrew a handkerchief. He passed it to the young maid. “Dry your eyes.” Then in a gentler tone he added, “I am sorry for your loss.”
 
“Miss Doyle never hurt a soul.” She began to sob again.
 
“Pull yourself together, girl,” Abberline interrupted.
 
William frowned and held up a hand to calm the Inspector’s impatience.
 
“If we are to bring those responsible for Miss Doyle’s death to task, then we must know all. Where did the cake come from...?” William realised that he was unaware of the maid’s name. The sobbing girl had clearly noticed William’s uncertainty.
 
“My name’s Elizabeth, but most people just call me Bessie.”
 
“Tell me what you know, Bessie,” William replied with an accompanying sympathetic smile. Despite Bessie’s tears and the redness of her eyes, William still noticed her beauty.
 
“Billy came into the kitchen. I’ve never seen him so happy; he carried a huge box in his arms. Miss Doyle scolded him for being late to his duties, but he waved away her fury and lifted the lid on the box.” Bessie stopped, her face suddenly contorted, as if the memories brought confusion.
 
“What is it?” William sat forward, eager to learn what caused her confusion.
 
“Billy – he normally jumped like a scared rabbit when Miss Doyle raised her voice.”
 
“And that morning he was different?”
 
“Yes, he claimed that he could not stay to complete his duties but had a gift as a way of apology. It looked so good; even Miss Doyle could not help licking her lips. He made us promise not to try the cake before the entire household were present. He insisted that it was a gift for all. It wasn’t easy; Miss Doyle was forced to place a cloth over it. The cloth remained intact until we heard John and Tom returning.”
 
“What else did Billy say?”
 
“Only, that he must leave immediately. He was gone in just a few moments; he placed the cake on the table and hurried from the kitchen.”
 
“What’s Billy’s surname?”
 
“Billy Trimble, he lives on the Garnet Street with his mother. The poor dear can barely walk. I cannot see Billy getting involved with the wrong sort; his mother needs him.” Suddenly, tears welled in Bessie’s eyes. “What will become of me now?”
 
“Have you no family?”
 
“My mother’s new man won’t have me in the house. He fills with rage because I won’t let him put his filthy hands on me. He will never touch me again.”
 
Bessie’s face was a mix of sadness and anger. William wanted to give comfort but forced himself to remain silent. Besides, another thought entered his head. An idea in its infancy, which would at the least, need time to flourish. “Thank you Bessie, if you would join the others and try not to become too concerned about the future. Possibilities are often hidden by our fears.” He watched the girl rise from her chair, and still sobbing; she took her leave from his office.
 
∞∞∞
 
With the witnesses removed, William took a bottle from his desk. The clinging of glass and bottle were the only interruption to the silence of thought. He could feel Abberline watching him.
 
“What is it, William?” The Inspector’s tone suggested he had lost patience in the wait.
 
“Tell me, Fred,” William’s voice was measured, as if the thoughts were forming as he spoke. “What do we know of these killers, do you think that they would be willing to leave a witness in this world?”
 
“What witness? William, they know nought.”
 
“Indulge me, Fred. You’re a killer, comfortable in the knowledge you have committed the perfect crime. However, you hear that those that hunt you are keeping witnesses close.  Did the young Billy say more than he should? Would it make you doubt your previous certainties?”
 
“Are you thinking of adding bait to your line?” The Inspector stroked his substantial whiskers.
 
“I doubt God would look favourably on the decision. However, I feel we must draw them out from the shadows.”
 
“William, we are not even sure that this latest slaughter is Jack’s work. After all, this Kostya was no whore.”
 
“It’s him, Fred, of that I’m sure.”
 
“Him? I thought we had decided this could be the work of more than one killer.”
 
“How many are willing to slit a throat is unknown. However, at the root of this carnage, there will be one individual. A puppet master, who will manipulate others to do his bidding. He is the one we hunt; he is Jack the Ripper. Trust me, Fred, it is this individual we must eventually bring to task.”
 
Abberline took time to digest William’s words. He plucked his pipe from his jacket pocket and laboriously filled the smoking device. “So we can expect more deaths. Unless Naismith finds something with Kostya’s study then we are once again scrabbling around in the darkness. We have no clue as to the next victim.” He paused and looked toward the office door. “So what do you want to do with those three? We can hardly keep them locked in a cell.”
 
“We will split them up, if they are to become a target, then we should make them hard to hit. We can send Tom to help Naismith. Bessie can take up a position within Emily’s household.”
 
“Is that wise? You risk placing Emily in harm’s way.” There was real concern on Abberline’s face, and William knew that Emily had worked her charms on the old police hound. She had an undeniable gift for making people love her.
 
“Obadiah is in residence while my father is away. They will be in no danger, at least no more than can be avoided in this city. Branford can assist me in finding Billy Trimble. That young man has more than a few questions to answer.”
 
“Indeed – that fine bakery would have cost the lad a year's salary, and I doubt his elderly mother produced such a delight.”
 
“Finding which establishment made it would take more resources than we have at our disposal. Besides, I can’t see our killers allowing the one item that links them to the murder being so easily traced to their doorstep.”
 
“I agree, so it seems Billy Trimble is our only real line of investigation. “Abberline took an exaggerated suck on his pipe. “It’s not much to go on, but it’s a start.”
 




Chapter 7
Garnet Street was just a stone’s throw from the Thames. William, Abberline and John Branford picked their way through the streets and alleys which would eventually lead to the home of Billy Trimble. William purposely chose a route that would more often than not keep the Thames in view. Despite his new-found happiness with Emily, he could not deny the almost mesmeric attraction he had for open water. His mind drifted to those days where he sailed the waters of the globe. He longingly watched the black vessels, now lighter in the water having discarded their cargoes, race along the great river. He knew they would look for further luxuries. They would travel to far-flung ports and hopefully make a small fortune for their labours.
 
John Branford was talking, but his words were lost on William, whose vision of the craft as they bobbed along the mighty Thames, kept his focus.
 
“William pay attention man,” Abberline snapped.
 
“Uh! I’m sorry.”
 
“I was saying Billy’s place is just over there,” Branford pointed as he spoke. Any chance that William had to reply evaporated as a terrible scream split the air.
 
“Dog’s cock! What is it now?” Abberline asked in his usual colourful way. William looked at Abberline, whose expression mirrored what William felt. He and Abberline increased their pace. However, the path was not toward the home of Billy but rather towards the area that the sound of a woman’s horror had originated. It was not long before the three men were at the back of a large crowd that had gathered at the extensive, meandering dock wall which separated city from river. It was the booming voice of Abberline stating his rank, which eventually forced the crowd to part. They pushed their way through the transfixed populace. Finally, coming to an abrupt stop as those at the front of the multitude pointed towards the Thames. The three scanned the horizon; finally, William called to Abberline.
 
“There Fred, look in the mud flats.”
 
The eyes of the experienced Inspector and John Branford followed William’s direction until they too observed the macabre landscape. Abberline sighed and whispered, “Shit.”
 
Within the gelatinous mud flats, approximately half-way between river and city, an arm reached forlornly skyward. The limb seemed to all that were present, to be reaching towards the heavens beseeching God for salvation. However, the mud flats had claimed many poor souls and the owner of the limb fared no better. Surprisingly, it was John Branford that was the first to act. He clamoured over a small wall and then lowered himself into the glutinous slop. He had struggled for at least ten paces before William, and Abberline followed. William felt the mud grasp at his legs as each step was taken. He looked around at Abberline, who looked to be having the same trouble. Branford’s head start ensured he was the first to reach the outstretched limb. William saw him pause with an expression of fear. Branford took a deep breath, took the arm in his grasp, and pulled as though with all his might. He wrestled the body from the mud, no small feat, it seemed, as the silt was reluctant to give up its treasure. William watched as John dropped to his knees by the muddied corpse and wailed. The despair in John’s crying made William shudder. He hurried to John’s side and knelt in the mud. John was openly sobbing, occasionally thumping his knees as anger mixed with sorrow.
 
“He’s just a boy, why kill a boy?” Branford looked at William, as if pleading for him to answer. Branford was trying to clean the mud from the figure’s head and face.
 
“Who is it John?”
 
“Billy,” he replied, continuing to wipe the mud from the young lad’s hair. “They’ve gone and killed him - why kill a boy? I want them dead, Mr Harkness – I want the bastards dead.” William reached down and placed a hand on John’s shoulder.
 
“Let’s get him somewhere dry, John. This is no place for the lad to have his final sleep.”
 
Abberline joined them as they made their arduous journey back to solid ground. It was a task that would sap at all of their strength. The Thames was not ready to give up its prize; it grasped at every limb, and when one of them slipped, it was all too keen to make their fall into the filth permanent.  More than thirty minutes had passed before the lifeless body of Billy was heaved from the mud. All three men lay next to the body; each too exhausted to stand. Despite struggling to pull enough air into his lungs, William managed to stretch a hand to Billy’s mouth and gently pull down the jaw. Billy’s mouth was filled with vile slime. William closed his eyes in horrified resignation; he knew that the young lad had been alive as his head slipped or was pushed beneath the surface of the mud flats.
 
∞∞∞
 
One hour had passed since the unfortunate Billy Trimble had been laid upon solid ground. The three men reclaiming his body finally managed to regain their feet. The crowd between Garnet Street and the Thames was growing in both size and anger. However, support had arrived in the form of three constables. Abberline ensured they kept order and sent a runner to fetch Fitzgerald. William moved away from the mob and signalled that John Branford should do the same. When John neared him, William leant in close to him and whispered, “We had best visit Billy’s mother.” His announcement was met with grim determination from John. It was a task that William knew must be carried out; however, a responsibility which saddened his very heart. With aching limbs, they moved further from the crowd. The journey was short, but William had no inclination to rush to the destination. He had no wish to tell a mother of her son’s death. Finally, John stopped and pointed to a doorway.
 
It wasn’t until the two drew within a couple of steps of the entrance that William, noticed the door was ajar.
 
“Stay behind me,” he whispered. As he stepped through the doorway, William silently pulled his pistol from the inside pocket of his jacket. He chanced a quick glance down to the weapon and was relieved to see that the glutinous Thames sludge had not fouled the barrel.  He had seen many weapons fail to fire, or worse, explode in its holder’s hands. 
 
The room showed signs that a struggle had taken place. A small table lay upon its side; its accompanying chair smashed to firewood.  As the two moved further into the interior and beyond the table, they spied a dark patch of blood on the floor. The lack of any other furniture confirmed that Billy and his mother lived in virtual poverty. This proved that the fine bakery did not come from Billy, or his mother’s funds. Their home was just the one room, and it was with trepidation that William now glanced at a blanket that had been draped across a line, enabling it to dissect the room. He guessed that it had been done so to create privacy for Mrs. Trimble. William stepped closer to the blanket; he raised his hand slowly. Suddenly, to his rear the door was flung open.
 
“Christ! Abberline.” William involuntarily raised a hand to heart fearing it would burst from his chest.
 
Abberline looked shocked at William’s response, and then as he took in his surroundings, his face displayed his understanding of the situation. “Sorry,” he replied sheepishly.
 
William turned his attention back to the blanket. He knew that the time for surprising a possible attacker had long past. In one movement, his hand grasped the cloth and ripped it aside. Before him, a figure lay motionless upon a bed. It was Abberline that moved first; he slipped past William and bent over what he assumed to be the late Mrs. Trimble. After a few moments, the Inspector stood upright, his hands clasped at the rear of his back, obviously feeling the effects of the laborious task of pulling Billy from the mud flats. He took in a number of deep breaths. “Smothered, no doubt about it. I have seen this type of murder many times,” he finally announced.
 
“Are there no wounds?” William asked.
 
“None, why?”
 
“There is blood on the floor by the upturned table. Someone was bloodied in that part of the room.” He took up a position in the centre of the room. He glanced around, trying to forge a picture of what had taken place. “Fred, imagine you are a killer.”
 
“What, again?”
 
William ignored Frederick Abberline’s sarcasm. “You’ve committed murder with the aid of an unwitting accomplice.” William crouched down to examine a small blood trail which led to the door and not the bed of Mrs. Trimble. “Perhaps you take your chance to be rid of the accomplice and possible witness. You strike Billy knocking him to the floor. Believing him dead, you take the opportunity to visit the unfortunate Mrs. Trimble and rob her of her life. As you commit the loathsome act, however, the stunned Billy takes flight. Dazed and battered, the young lad stumbles from his home. Realising your mistake, Fred, you give chase. Somehow, Billy ends up in the mud flats. It’s possible that they will be the death of him, but you can’t take that risk. You have no alternative but to go in after him. Finally, you use your bare hands to force his head beneath the filth.”
 
“Wouldn’t someone have heard him cry out?”
 
“I’ve seen men with head injuries. It’s only the primitive beast within that keeps them moving. Often, speech is beyond them. To the passer-by, he may simply seem to be the worse for drink, as he lurches toward the flats.”
 
“Bastard!” John’s face reddened with anger as he spoke.
 
“Yes John, the culprit is a bastard and an evil one at that. Would you like him to pay for his sins?”
 
“I’d like to rip his bleeding heart out! Then hold it up for him to view before he died!”
 
“Work with us and you may well get your opportunity. However, you must follow my orders at all times. We seek justice, not revenge, but if that is acceptable, I would be delighted to have you join us in the hunt.” William held out his hand as he finished speaking. There was no deliberation from John Branford. As he shook William’s hand, he looked down at the body of Billy’s mother.  His jaw clenched, and William knew he was trying to fight the anger that he, too, felt. Before he could say another word, the door once again flew open. The short but forceful Fitzgerald entered the room.
 
“Gentlemen – my initial observations suggest your victim died in the mud. However, there is a substantial wound above the right ear.” She pointed to her own head to explain the exact position of the blow.
 
“It is as we thought, but I’m afraid we have another body for you.” William pointed across the room.
 
“Really, gentlemen, I do have other duties.” She smiled but as she approached the second body, her demeanour changed dramatically. She crouched down low and placed a gentle hand on Mrs. Trimble’s cold cheek. “Man’s cruelty has no limits.”
 
“We think she was smothered.”
 
“Do you, Mr. Harkness? Perhaps you should look to the ‘who’ and let me worry about the ‘how’. Now if you don’t mind I shall go about my work with less interruption.” William looked at Abberline, who simply shrugged at Fitzgerald’s abrupt change in mood. The Inspector clearly had no interest, and calmly walked into the sunlight. William however, wanted to ask Fitzgerald what was wrong but did not feel their relationship had reached the level to share inner turmoils. So reluctantly he followed Abberline out into the street.
 
The street seemed awash with anger.  One man’s face, however, was not contorted with rage. He smiled and looked directly at William.
 
“Mr. Harkness, a word if you please.”
 
“What do you want,” he eyed the stranger with suspicion.
 
“Are you tracking the Ripper, Harkness?” The smile disappeared; the stranger’s stare burned into William’s soul.
 
“I haven’t any idea what you are talking about; I was merely out for a stroll with my friend Inspector Abberline and offered my help.”
 
“Come now, Harkness, the people of the city are not fools.”
 
“Who are you?” William looked at the man. He dressed like a dandy but was built like an ox. The eyes were intelligent, and the man emitted self-confidence.
 
“John Smith, independent gatherer of public interest news.”
 
“John Smith?” The name was bland and did not suit the man.
 
“So, what’s a failed officer of the 66th hoping to do for London? Perhaps you seek redemption?”
 
William’s fist clenched, but before he could deliver the blow, a Billy club tapped Smith on the chest.
 
“May I suggest that you bugger off.” Abberline’s gravelled voice accompanied the club.
 
“Ah! Abberline, still failing to find the Ripper, I see.” The stranger replied.
 
Abberline raised the club to Smith’s mouth. “You will fail to see the sun rise, if you don’t mind your careless tongue.”
 
“No offence intended,” the smile returned.
 
“Bugger off,” growled Abberline, again.
 
Smith gave a small nod and then melted into the crowd. William watched him for as long as was possible. He felt unnerved by Smith, feeling an instant dislike for the man.
 
Abberline leant in close and kept the sound of his voice at a low whisper. “Newspaper men – cockroaches, every damned one of them. Tell me William, why bring Branford into the investigation?”
 
“He has good instincts. He was the first of us to react to the body in the flats.”
 
“You seem to attract the strays of London. Or do you intend to aid every person whose life has been affected by the Ripper?”
 
William turned to look at Abberline. “Perhaps I recognise a stray because I am one myself. I was born to a family of great wealth, but that family is loathed by the ruling elites. Indeed, within my own family, I am out of place. When I served, I found more comfort with the rank and file than in the officers’ mess, but I would be lying if I said that I was ever truly accepted. Then I arrive in London. I bring law to a city, but I am no officer of the law. Without doubt, I am the biggest stray of them all.” He paused for moment, “As for helping those wronged by the Ripper, if we cannot bring justice to the dead, at least we can bring comfort to the living.”
 




Chapter 8
Whitechapel was an area of London housing many of the Jewish immigrant population.  They were faced with persecution in many parts of the world. At least, in this district of the old city they survived relatively unmolested. Most arrived at the famous docks with both empty pockets and stomachs. However, many brought skills that could prove useful to an ever-expanding city and economy. As the Jewish community grew, so did the emergence of Jewish businesses. Soon certain individuals became wealthy enough to offer support to those less fortunate of their faith. The Board of Guardians established in 1859, primarily in the east end of London, saw influential individuals donate substantial funds to protect the impoverished Jews from starvation. Many such charities came to prominence but not all individuals of means chose the same method to carry out altruistic acts.
 
An elderly woman strode both confidently and energetically along the crowded street. Her advancing years did not yet prey upon mind or limb. With each step, she met with smiles. Even the drunks seemed to pay her reverence, their alcohol infused bodies rebelling against the intoxication to stand up straight. It was similar to what lower ranked soldiers do for a respected commanding officer, always eager to impress. She stood at just 5 feet tall in her heels but commanded the surrounding area like Caesar. At her rear two men followed in close attendance. One was a hulk of a man; he surveyed all that were nearby. As he did so, his right hand remained over his jacket pocket. Through the thick fabric, he could feel the reassuring weight of a cosh. His comrade was a beast of a different type. Small, and of a slender build, he nervously held his weapons of choice, a notebook and a short pencil. He gave the impression of a fish out of water, the loathing he felt for his surroundings was etched across his features. However, he stuck to his task, which was to await instruction from his diminutive master.
 
The woman picked her way up the street, stopping frequently to talk with the impoverished that clung to existence, like a drowning man grasps to a log. Often, she would place a consoling hand upon a shoulder. She would turn and beckon the smaller man to her side. Some of those less fortunate would receive some coins, but others would also receive information that could, if acted upon, lead to a better life. Then the elderly woman would say her good-byes to the grateful recipient and move on. More streets would be visited, and further good deeds completed.  Eventually, the bookkeeper stepped forward without being summoned. His frustration at handing over coin to the wretched creatures of the city was plain for all to see.
 
“Mrs. Holbrook, the purse is empty.”
 
“Then empty your pockets Alfred, there is more we can do this day,” she replied.
 
“There is little point having a budget if you insist on breaking it.”
 
“Alfred, I pay you well for your duties; a temporary loan is not much to ask. Besides, you know I am good for it.” Mrs. Holbrook did not wait for a reply, but turned and moved onto the next soul in need. Alfred sighed, and fetched his own purse from his pocket.
 
Within thirty minutes, Alfred’s personal wealth was exhausted. It was with some reluctance that the elderly Mrs. Holbrook turned on her heels and returned to a waiting carriage. As the metal, rimmed wheels rattled over the cobbles, Alfred refused to take part in any conversation. He sat perfectly still, eyes glaring at the creatures as they wallowed in their filth and felt nothing but contempt. Secretly, he doubted any of the money would be used for purchasing a hot meal or a warm bed for the night. Most of the recipients would be handing over their newly obtained coins at the nearest gin palace; no doubt laughing at the wealthy fools so easily parted from their riches.
 
∞∞∞
 
As the carriage neared its destination, the last of the day’s light was beginning to falter. So too had the grime and filth of Whitechapel. Now the buildings spoke of success and housed a social class far removed from the impoverished of Whitechapel. Some of the inhabitants were ignorant of their fellow Londoners’ plight, but most chose not to acknowledge the unfortunate.
 
“Sam, you’d best get home,” She suggested as she stepped from the carriage.
 
“Are you sure?” the big man replied.
 
Mrs Holbrook knew that he was loathed to see her safety in the hands of Alfred. She had been able to tell that the two men disliked each other for some time now, despite the cordial manner in which they behaved toward one another for her benefit. “Of course, Alfred is here should I require assistance. Your Mary needs you, and it’s time that baby made an appearance. You had better take a few days.”
 
“Thank you, Mrs. Holbrook,” Sam gave the briefest of nods to Alfred and then took his leave.
 
Mrs. Holbrook entered her residence, and the borrowed monies were returned to her employee. Alfred retired to his room and Mrs. Holbrook, the day finally taking its toll, moved to her private sitting room. For two hours, she busied herself with a number of legal documents. She then took a seat by the fire and indulged in a glass of her favourite tipple. Her eyes fell upon the portrait which hung over the mantle. Her eyes welled with tears as she looked upon her late husband’s features. Despite focusing on the portrait, she was not ignorant of the sound of movement within the house. She gave a long-protracted sigh.
 
“It will not be long until I’m in your arms once again my love.” Without diverting her gaze, she stretched out a hand and retrieved her late husband’s old duelling pistol. The mere thought of him owning a pistol was laughable; he was the gentlest of men. However, he had maintained the piece with dedication, and she had no doubt that it would fire. “There’s no reason to make it easy for the bastards.” She smiled and tucked the weapon from view, taking advantage of the folds in her dress.
The concealed weapon was only capable of a single shot; she knew it would not be enough, but also knew that the fight was sometimes as important as victory. Besides, her mind drifted back to the night of her husband’s death. She remembered a meeting with a woman for whom she should have done more. A woman who deserved a better fate; she was savagely ripped from the world. The elderly woman felt shame because she knew that on that dreadful night, she had run away when she should have helped. She raised a glass to her husband and then drank, “We can’t run from our sins, Edward.” As the glass dropped from her lips, she heard the unmistakable sound of her drawing room door click as the handle was turned.
 
Three figures filed into the room. Two wore hoods, concealing the majority of their features. The third was known to the elderly Mrs. Holbrook, and he made no attempt to hide his pleasure.
 
“The moment I heard of Vladimire’s passing, I knew you would come. Her eyes lingered on the smiling figure. “Oh, Alfred, you really are the most unpleasant little worm.”
 
“Did you think you could hide what you were?” Alfred snarled as he posed the question.
 
“My husband Edward accepted my love and faith, and you Alfred, are not fit to walk in the shadow of a man like my husband. I am not sure you can even claim to be a man at all.”
 
“Jew bitch!” The words were spat out. Alfred made to move forward making it clear to her that he would like nothing better than to strike her.
 
“Calm yourself,” one of the figures spoke, placing a hand on Alfred’s shoulder. He then turned his attention to Mrs. Holbrook. “We will make it as painless as possible, we are not here to be cruel.”
 
“Come, get it over with – but not you, Alfred.” The pistol was suddenly raised with a speed few would have thought possible from a woman of advancing years. “You traitorous little worm – you will not lay a hand on me.” Alfred’s eyes widened as he became aware of the weapon. The pistol’s barrel belched smoke, and Alfred’s head was jarred backwards. Blood and brain matter splashed against the drawing room door as the lifeless body of Alfred slumped to the floor. Mrs. Holbrook slumped down into her chair and drained the last of the liquid from her glass.
 
“Well, what are you waiting for? Any more delay and I shall be dead from old age before you can complete the task.”
 
The two figures approached their intended victim. As they did so, they pulled long, cruel blades from their cloaks. Within a moment, there was a flash of steel as metal met flesh. The followers of Cronos went to work. Mrs. Holbrook did not scream or attempt any defence. Her time had come to an end, and she wished only to be with her husband.
 
***
 
Isaac Naismith was sat in the late Kostya’s study. He raised a hand to his face and rubbed his eyes
chase the tiredness away. As he lowered his hand, his willing and able assistant, Tom, shoved a hot beverage in it. Naismith took a gulp of the foul liquid and tried his best not to allow the grimace on his face to be too pronounced. Tom’s skills at making decent refreshment left a lot to be desired.
 
“Shall we give it some bite?” Naismith stretched out a hand to pluck his jacket from the edge of the desk. After a brief search, he retrieved a solid silver flask. “Do you know that many people believe the best brandy hails from France or even Spain? They are incorrect, the finest brandy comes from one particular village in the region of Veneto, Northern Italy.” Naismith added some of the precious liquid to Tom’s tankard.
 
“Err- it’s wonderful.” Tom replied after taking a drink. “Have you found anything?”
 
“Nothing, which, in itself, is strange. Up until two years ago, Vladimir Kostya did not seem to exist. All his business dealings did not pre-date December 1887. The resourceful Inspector Abberline has been unable to find any record of the man before the same date. My contacts within the Russian populace of this city have been unable to confirm that he was from there or even a Russian.”
 
“No clues at all?” Tom looked around the room as he spoke. “What’s in the cupboard?”
 
“I am yet to find the key.  I have sent word to Fitzgerald to see if he had it on his person.”
 
“I have a key.” Tom pulled a knife from his belt and pointed it towards the secretive piece of furniture.
 
“Well I suppose Kostya is in no position to complain about the damage, go to it.” Isaac did like the enthusiasm and simplicity of youth.
 
Tom eagerly went to work on the cupboard. The thin blade of his knife slid down between the doors until it reached the lock. He worked the blade from side to side, trying to force the fastening device to yield. After a few minutes, he stepped back and cursed. “That knife belonged to my father.” Naismith looked at the blade which had snapped, but before he could suggest another course of action, Tom had aimed a fury filled boot at the doors. The wood splintered apart and hinges surrendered to the onslaught.  Naismith rose from his chair and walked to Tom’s side.
 
“Crude, but effective, young Tom.” Then he leaned in to examine the contents of the cupboard. “Now that is interesting.”
 
“What?”
 
“It seems our Mr. Kostya was a son of Abraham.”
 
“Uh?”
 
“He was a Jew, who was also keen to hide his faith from the world. He placed his religion in the most secure room in the house, in the most secure part of the room.” As he spoke, he sifted through the contents of the cupboard. He picked up a necklace with a Star of David pendant. “Regularly cleaned, cherished item indeed.”
 
“I don’t understand; London is full of Jews, why hide the fact?”
 
“You are correct, the Jewish community has truly flourished in recent years. Many have obtained wealth and influence in the halls of power. Indeed, it’s hard to imagine anyone ignoring the political prowess of Disraeli.  However, that does not mean that they are free from enemies. Some in this city, indeed the Empire, believe that the Jews are overstepping the mark. They are outgrowing their proper place, becoming more than was ever intended. The more fervent of these people would have the Jews banished from holding influence, or even have them removed from our lands. You will not hear these mutterings spoken in polite society. However, it’s there - whispered into cupped hands, or spoken quietly within the shadows. Kostya kept his faith secret for a reason, if we find that reason, we may well find those responsible for his demise”
 
Isaac moved toward the window. As he stared at the passing populace, he fingered Kostya’s pendant. His mind drifted from the investigation to more personal matters. Those committing the murder had, more than likely, helped turn his brother’s mental fragility into a weapon. For the first time, he felt grief. His brother was the last bond to a world long since passed. He had, for the sake of social mobility, kept his family history secure from London’s prying gossips. Now that bond had been forever broken, he felt a great chasm within his chest. No family, no loved one to share his considerable wealth. His employment and need for secrecy had always been the excuse not to seek out someone to share his life. However, he thought to himself, the employment was no more, and his ties with the past were at an end.




Chapter 9
William trudged the last few paces to his and Emily’s home. His limbs ached, a suffering made all the worse for a thick coating of dried mud, which clung to every surface of his being. It was with no little relief that he finally grasped the handle of the door which led to the tradesman’s entrance. He had decided to enter through the back door because despite Emily’s pleasant nature, even she would be tested by the trudging of mud through her household.
 
The hour was late, and he tried to enter the property as quietly as possible. He squeezed through the doorway and then stopped abruptly as he heard the familiar sound of a pistol being cocked.
 
“Declare yourself before I blow your bloody foolish head off.” The gravelled voice came from the shadows, but William was in no doubt to whom it belonged.
 
“It’s me, Obadiah,” William replied wearily.
 
“Since when does a Harkness enter through the tradesman’s entrance?” As Obadiah spoke he stepped from the shadows.
 
“Since I am filthy and have no wish to be scolded by Emily.” William heard the hammer of the pistol being gently lowered.
 
“Good grief man, look at the state of you.”
 
“The day has been rather testing. How is our house guest finding her new home?”
 
“Bessie? Bloody girl never stops crying. She’s sitting with Emily in the drawing room. Go get cleaned up and I shall announce that you are home. Best drop your clothes where you stand. I shall arrange their cleaning.”
 
“Thank you, Obadiah.”
 
“No need for gratitude; I’m not offering to clean them myself.” The old man turned and moments later William was once again alone.
 
“Of course not,” William smiled. He proceeded to strip the mud-laden clothing from his body. Each muscle cried out its protest with every movement. When finally he stood without a single piece of fabric touching his skin, he felt the relief of such a burdensome weight lifted. It was also good to be home among friends and family; away from the misery on the streets. William bathed, taking his time, allowing the warmth from the water to soak into his aching muscles. He eventually forced himself to get dressed and tentatively descended the staircase. As he approached the drawing room, he slowed his pace as he heard the sound of a woman sobbing. As he neared the door, he could also hear the gentle soothing tones of Emily. He pulled back his outstretched hand that had been primed to open the door. He suddenly thought that maybe Bessie may let something slip to Emily, which could prove useful to his investigation. He couldn’t help feeling guilty about eavesdropping on Emily’s conversation, but if it led to the killer; then it would be worth the small sin.
 
***
 
“Bessie, you cannot blame yourself for the loss of your friend.”
 
“It’s not that,” the young maid replied as she struggled to be coherent while sobbing.
 
“What is it then?”
 
“I know it should be. I know my heart should be breaking because of Miss Doyle. But I just can’t help being afraid. You are very kind, but you must know by now that I am no good at my duties. I cannot do my work, I haven’t any money to leave the city and so those that killed Miss Doyle,” she paused trying to compose herself, “will come for me.”
 
“Bessie, have I said that I was unhappy with your work? You have only been here a day. Besides, bringing you to our home was no more than a precaution. It is doubtful that a killer seeks you out.”
 
“But I know – I know am not made for this kind of work. Am I to end up on the street? Lifting my skirt to any passing stranger.” Her sobbing intensified.
 
“Bessie, you will neither meet your death nor work the streets.”
 
“I’m sorry, but how can you know?”
 
“I know because William Harkness has chosen to be your protector. He will not allow harm to befall you. Furthermore, if William has chosen to place his protective arms around you, that means, so have I. If you cannot be a maid, then I shall think of a new position.” Emily smiled at Bessie, and the young maid’s sobs began to ease. “Bessie, do you know why there are so few employed in this household?”
 
“No,” she replied, sounding confused.
 
“Because this is our second home in London. My family residence is in the most wondrous part of London. It is a place where the rich delight in rubbing shoulders with others of the same ilk. Where the men talk of business and the women pour scorn on any that are not behaving as society demands. You see Bessie, I am a bad woman.” The maid looked up to see Emily was smiling. “William is my lover, not my husband. My husband was a bully and scoundrel. William came to my rescue, just as he has come to yours. Now, we must put your fears to rest once and for all. I want you to gather your things from the servant quarters.” Bessie looked shocked and about to succumb to tears once more. Emily guessed she feared that she would be cast out into the streets.  In a gentler tone, Emily continued. “Take your belongings upstairs, we have plenty of spare rooms, pick whichever room you most desire. Tomorrow we shall go into the city and purchase you some clothes.”
 
“But I have no money Mrs..."
 
“From this point, you will call me Emily. You are correct, you really are an awful maid,” she laughed. “I have an idea.” Emily stopped talking for the briefest of moments believing she had heard something in the hallway, “but it will wait until the morning. Now get to your bed and have no concerns for the days ahead.”
 
Bessie muttered her gratitude and did as she was instructed. Emily sat patiently, her eyes fixed on the doorway. It wasn’t long before William entered a little too casually.
 
“Forgive me the lateness of my arrival. How is the girl?”
 
“You know perfectly well?”
 
“Sorry?” William feigned confusion.
 
“You are no better a liar than an eavesdropper, lurking beyond doors like the very worst of domestic servants.”
 
“I merely thought she may be more open with you.”
 
“William, if she knew anything about the killer, she would already be dead. You know that, so I’m guessing that you are playing games. You are using that poor girl as bait, trying to convince anyone who cares to know, that she is under your protection.”
 
“Is it so obvious?”
 
“It’s obvious to me. I’d like to think I know more about William Harkness than some crazed killer. I will keep her close, but keeping her as a maid will not suffice. She is a free spirit, emotional but nonetheless, too restless to be caged like a bird. I shall have to be creative.”
 
“It seems that I am not the only devious person in this household.”
 
Emily smiled and without replying crossed the room to place a kiss on William’s cheek. She then moved to the cabinet and poured them both a drink. “Naismith sent word, he has news and will visit us in the morning. Now come to bed,” she raised a hand and stroked his face, “you look tired, my love. Is it really starting again?”
 
“I cannot be sure. The Russian was, to say the least, a mysterious character. Who knows what enemies lurk in his past? He seems to have been the sort of man would easily foster anger in other men.”
 
“But what do you feel?”
 
“Yes, I believe it’s starting again. The murder was symbolic; it was designed to shock those that found the body. It was far more than the taking of a life.”
 
Emily stared at the man she loved and for a time did not venture to speak. She allowed William to come to terms with the impact of his own words.
 
“Think of it no more this night.” She clasped him by the hand and led him from the room.
 
∞∞∞
 
The night, despite William’s exhaustion, was a restless one. Faces from his past swam in and out of his dreams. Mary Kelly lay slaughtered on a bed, but the image smiled and made lewd suggestions. His old friend Gaetan sat at his own graveside and sang rude songs, which they had both learned as young officers of the 66th Regiment of Foot. When William called out to his friend, but he drifted away, becoming no more than a wisp of smoke in the breeze. The images proved too disturbing for him to carry on sleeping. He rose without waking Emily and quietly journeyed downstairs.
 
The house was silent; he tried his best to keep it that way. He moved stealthily toward the back of the house. He knew the servants that kept the machinations his home running smoothly had left for the evening. At the end of each day they would travel back to Emily’s family home.  It had been a tough move on Emily, leaving a home that she had grown accustomed to over many years. William admired her determination not to inflict that sadness upon her staff.  The employees would spend their time between the two households. A simple task, as William and Emily did not have any interest in hosting lavish dinners for the elite of London. It was their space; only true friends were allowed to cross the sacred threshold.
 
William slipped into the kitchen. Obadiah was sat at the table, a single candle’s flame highlighting a bottle of William’s favourite whiskey. The elderly employee, without acknowledging the presence of his master, poured the golden liquid into a second glass.
 
“It is not often that we sleep beneath the same roof. I was hoping that the demons that plague your dreams had fallen to slumber.” The old man used his foot to push a chair away from the table and so allow the boy whom he helped grow into a man, to be seated.
 
“They have been mere whispers in recent times,” William replied. It always amazed him how his old friend seemed to know his every thought.
 
“You take these killings to heart. The responsibility lies with the killer. It is too heavy a burden on your shoulders.”
 
“Each day that passes brings us closer to more death. In truth old friend, I know before the killer is brought to justice I am more than likely going to have more blood on my hands. I have had my fill of ripping men from this world.”
 
“They never truly leave,” Obadiah’s face highlighted his sorrow, “faces etched in our minds.”
 
William had never really questioned Obadiah about his life before he entered service for his father. However, from the small details that his old friend had let slip on nights such as this, he had learnt that Obadiah’s early years within the London streets had been both brutal and bloody. William did not want to press his friend for more facts.
 
“I am sure the Ripper is behind Kostya’s murder.” William steered the conversation onto safer ground.
 
“Then, there will be more deaths. This is London, death flows through the streets like wine. Put from your mind those that may die. The pressure of those thoughts will close your eyes to what you need to see. Do not rush to an unseen destination without making sure you’re going in the right direction.” The old man paused to pour each of them another drink. “Your Father sends word that he will be detained on business for at least a week. He hopes that you and Emily will delay your visit until he returns.”
 
“Of course. How is he?” William replied noticing that Obadiah had purposely changed conversation.
 
“In good spirits. He has put me at your disposal while he is away.”
 
“It is good to have you here, old friend.”
 
“What would you have me do?”
 
“Just stay close to Emily. Keep her safe for me.”
 
Obadiah nodded his agreement to the task.  The conversation switched to more trivial concerns. Cloveney Hall, William’s family home was discussed in great detail. More of the night, and the whiskey, disappeared as William and his old friend enjoyed each other’s company.
 




Chapter 10
When William woke the next morning, he was slumped over the kitchen table. He lifted his head cautiously, his bleary eyes focusing on the empty bottle of Bushmills whiskey.  The drained vessel explained the pounding within his head. He sat upright, the vertebrae of his spine voicing their concern at being forced to sleep in such an uncomfortable position, rather than in the comforting embrace of a bed. The kitchen door swung open to reveal a whistling Obadiah.
 
“That’s a very good impression of a songbird, Obadiah, but I don’t think it’s appropriate for this time of the morning,” William croaked. His throat was feeling the effects of the harsh Bushmills whiskey consumed the previous night.
 
“It’s a fine morning, and some of us can handle a drink.” Obadiah answered as he he busied himself moving pans and crockery. The pans clanged loudly against each, which seemed to delight the old man.
 
William ignored the insult and noise, despite the awful cacophony that pierced his sensitive head, making his headache so much the worse. He was sure Obadiah was trying his best to find any implement with which to turn sound into a blade, and use it to pierce deep into his sensitive head.
 
“Is Emily awake?” William asked.
 
“Do you mean, did she see you slobbering over the table in a drunken heap?” Obadiah gave William a knowing stare. “She has gone to get supplies. I ushered her through the front door before she could lay eyes on your tragic form.”
 
“Supplies?”
 
“Apparently with Naismith arriving this morning, she has taken it upon herself to invite the rest of the men. She told me that Slaughter Yard was cold, unwelcoming and not good for their spirit.”
 
“Well, I can’t argue with that,” William replied, slightly amused at Emily summoning his men like a Colonel of the ranks. “I had best prepare for their arrival then.” As he stood up the chair fell backwards, clattering as it tumbled to the floor. William put a hand to his forehead as if it would help.
 
“Would you like me to carry you upstairs, sir?” Obadiah gave him a wry smile, as if he heard all William’s muscles and joints cry out their discomfort.
 
“Thank you, Obadiah, I think I can manage.”
 
∞∞∞
 
Twenty minutes later, William finished dressing and from his room’s window peered down into the street. At first, he did not notice the figure, which was unmoving, its stare fixed firmly on William’s household. When at last he did behold the finely dressed man, he was instantly filled with rage and loathing. The rage was easy to explain; the man had no business being so close to his family home. The loathing was a more natural, almost beast-like instinct. William could not explain his hatred against the man, but it chewed at his insides.  Suddenly, he realised that his stare was being met by John Smith. The gatherer of news smiled and then tipped his hat. Smith strolled down the street as though he had not a care in the world, ignorant of the fury he awoke within William. He was tempted to chase after the man, grasp him by the throat and demand to know the reason of his presence.  However, a knock sounded downstairs and signalled the arrival of guests. His meeting with Smith would have to wait; although, he was sure, it would happen in the not too distant future.
 
By the time William had descended the staircase, the sound of pleasant conversation could be heard in the drawing room. On entering the room, he saw Naismith engaged in conversation with Abberline. Emily played host by attempting to put Tom and John Branford at ease; the pair were clearly feeling too far from of their natural environment. William was about to speak when another knock sounded at the door.
 
William moved toward the door, half expecting John Smith to be standing on the other side. He used rather more force than was needed to pull it open. Jack and Gossup were visibly taken aback by the way William flung aside the door.
 
“Is there a problem William?” Jack asked as William into to the street beyond.
 
“Errm – no, sorry.” William paused as he scanned the street in both directions. Gradually, he realised his two friends were still waiting patiently to be admitted. “Please come in,” he announced in a less than convincing attempt to be enthusiastic. As the two men entered and William banished the outside world by closing the door, William finally noticed Gossup’s attire. He knew that Gaetan, a friend who had fallen to a blade the previous year, had left Gossup a small fortune. He also knew that Gossup had promised to change his ways, but until this day, William had been less than confident in the former private’s ability to rise phoenix-like from the grime of the London streets. “That’s a fine suit, Gossup.”
 
“Prisoners in irons know more comfort.” Gossup fingered the collar to his shirt. “It might well make the toffers take an interest.” William looked bemused by Gossup’s words but rather surprisingly it was Emily that came to his rescue.
 
“What Gossup means William, is that the very best of prostitutes will let him visit their bed.” She laughed and then hugged Gossup. “The suit looks wonderful. I still think the shorter jacket would have suited you best.”
 
“This helps hide the tools of my trade,” he gave a devilish grin.
 
“Keep the short jacket and change your trade.” Emily was suddenly serious; she placed a hand on the veteran soldier’s cheek. “There’s evil in this city. If it was possible, I’d take you all from its filth.” Gossup was shocked by the sudden display of affection.
 
“There’s no evil that can stand against this bunch of bastards. William may well be of a gentler breeding, but he’s the biggest bastard among us.”
 
“Thank you for those words of endearment,” William replied without a hint of sarcasm. However, his stare was fixed firmly on Emily. He could see that the beginnings of teardrops were forming, so he placed a consoling hand around her waist.
 
“I’m sorry. I am just being silly.” She dabbed her eyes on a handkerchief and when the cloth dropped from her face, the smile had returned. “I hope you do not mind William. I have arranged for us all to take a lunch at the park. I have sent word to the professor.”
 
“It’s a splendid idea,” William lied.
 
“Gentlemen, you are all invited, and I will not entertain your refusal.” As she finished talking, Bessie entered the room. More than a couple of the men in the room fell silent; their mouths open as they were struck mute by the beautiful creature that had suddenly arrived. Gone was the serving girl apparel; Bessie now stood proud in one of Emily’s dresses. Jack invited Bessie to take a seat; he was never one to miss the chance to impress a beautiful woman. Emily leant in close to William, “You never looked at me like that, when I wore that dress.”
 
“What have you done to her?”
 
“Nature has given her the assets. I simply placed a small amount of polish.”
 
“Well she may well be the second most beautiful woman in London,” he smiled.
 
“Oh, nice try.” She gave him a playful slap.
 
***
 
Two hours later, Hyde Park was playing host to the outdoor lunch arranged by Emily. As William sat and watched his men enjoy the lavish food and drink provided by his lover, the professor quietly sat down next to him. For a time, he merely joined his friend in watching the revelry and picked the shell from a boiled egg.
 
“Intelligent woman you have there, William.”
 
“Intelligent?” William knew that Emily possessed a keen intellect but was at a loss as to why organising this event would prove the case.
 
“She knows people. Protecting the people of London is a fine task, but it’s far too grand for mortal men to grasp. Fighting for your friends, protecting those close by. Now that is something they can all appreciate. She’s giving you the tools to win. She adds love to loyalty, friendship to duty.”
 
“Then we had best join the rest. It would not do to let her work go to waste.” William replied, feeling his great love and admiration for Emily intensify.
 
The two men joined the group, and alcohol flowed, so did the sound of laughter. A nearby military band played and soon singing and dancing made passers-by stop to observe. The revelry continued for some time; even the usually reserved Abberline was caught up in the joyful experience. It wasn’t until two constables approached that he tore himself away from dancing with the delightful Bessie. A note was exchanged and the constables given permission to leave. William noticed the change in Abberline’s face and moved to his friend’s side.
 
“A problem?” he asked.
 
“No... not really. My replacement is here; I shall be leaving in a few days.” William could tell that the experienced inspector was less than thrilled at the prospect.
 
“It won’t be for long.” William admitted to himself that he had no wish to lose the support and knowledge of the streets that Abberline offered.
 
“Oh!” A muffled shriek sounded from behind the two men. As they turned, they observed Bessie with her hand clasped over her mouth.
 
“What is it?” William asked. His hand instinctively moved towards the pistol concealed within his jacket.
 
“A message – I forgot about the message.”
 
Emily moved to Bessie’s side. She placed a comforting arm around the girl. “Calm yourself, Bessie. Now tell us what message are you talking about?”
 
“I had only just got my position in Mr. Kostya’s household. I was there no more than a few days. Billy had fallen out with some lads in the street and had received quite beating.  The news that Billy would not be attending the household was not well received by the master. He was full of smiles up to that point. He made my skin crawl, so he did.” She paused, taking a sip from her glass. “This day was different – Kostya was in a terrible rage. I tried to stay out of his way. In the afternoon, he appeared in the kitchen; apologising for the outburst. He then grabbed me by the wrist and led me from the room. Moments later, he had placed a parcel in my hands and was guiding me into a carriage that waited across the street. I tried to resist but he just said it was important. The door was closed, and I heard him talking with the driver then suddenly, the carriage drove forward.”
 
“Who was the package for?” William asked.
 
“I don’t know his name?”
 
“What was the address?” William sensed an opportunity to investigate.
 
“I don’t know,” Bessie replied. However, when she saw the disappointment on William’s face, she added, “but I could take you there. It’s outside the city.”
 
William was about to question Bessie further, but Emily stepped forward and kissed him fully on the lips, then she spoke. “Bessie can tell all later, we still have the warmth from the sun at our backs. May I suggest that we take enjoyment in its presence?”
 
“Of course,” he replied. Then he swept Emily into his arms, and as he danced with his lover, he tried to force the investigation from his eager mind.
 
The laughter and dancing continued until the light of the day began to diminish. All talk of the investigation was forgotten as the filth, and violence of London seemed to belong in another world. It wasn’t until the alcohol had been fully consumed that the now weary band made its way to William and Emily’s home. Only the Professor chose to say his farewells; the rest waved him good-bye until his stumbling figure was consumed by the shadows. The alcohol may well have been exhausted, but the joy and togetherness felt by the small band continued to flow.
 
∞∞∞
 
As William and the joyful crowd, tired from the dancing, sought the comfort of a proper chair, another figure walked the less desirable streets of the old city. He had felt the familiar urges before, deep within his soul. The fight to keep them under control was reasonably successful. He followed the plan; resisting the impulse to stalk the streets. He could feel the long blade pressed against his chest. The homemade holster ensuring it always languished, sumptuously close to his skin. He paused for a minute to observe a woman standing in the doorway across the alley. His eyes traced the form of her body, delighting in the curves, which in truth put too much pressure on the flimsy fabric of her dress. She was no rare beauty but her trade on these streets demanded endurance. It was better to be a cart horse than a delicate royal charger. He was tempted to approach but as his weight shifted to move forward, another figure invaded his sight. The woman called out to the new arrival. She then raised her skirt enough to show the alabaster flesh beneath to try to seal the deal. As if in anger, God sent dark clouds to unleash their wrath upon the whore. The stranger who had watched the woman from a distance decided that the night was doomed to end in disappointment. He pulled the collar to his coat up to protect his neck from the rain. Reluctantly, he turned and began to walk away. The sound of a hand slapping against flesh made him stop and turn. The potential customer was rubbing his reddened cheek. The woman sneered at the man as she pulled his hand from her now exposed breast.
 
“Jew bitch! You expect me to pay to part your legs.” The customer moved away still rubbing the stinging flesh on his cheek.
 
The watching stranger smiled, unflinching in the heaven's downpour. He strode confidently towards his target. Befitting her profession, the woman quickly switched from screeching harpy. She smiled at the possibility of a new customer; a smile, which broadened when a hand containing two coins rose in an offer of payment. Without taking her eyes from the man her hand wrestled with the door’s handle to her rear. She backed inside and raised her hands to the bodice. The lace which held her assets in place caught and refused to move freely. She was forced to look down and attempt a less seductive manner of presenting her body. As she did so, the stranger slipped into the room and closed the door. She did not register his approach or see the glint of the blade as he freed it from its cage.
 
Twenty minutes later, the blood-drenched figure rose from the dismembered body. Although his beast-like thirst for savagery had been quenched, he now felt shame. It was not for the evil he had committed, but because he had allowed his lust to take charge of his actions. He followed a greater calling; a calling that had moved beyond slaughtering whores. He gathered bedding and any paper that was within the room. He placed the makeshift kindling strategically around the body. He then grasped one of the small candles, which had tried their best to light the room, he lit the paper. It was a surprise to him that it took so long for the flames to begin in earnest. He waited until he was sure that the body would be consumed. He had no wish for the world to be witness to his shame. As he stepped into the alley, the heavy rain began to wash the blood spray from his face. Once more, he pulled up the collar to his coat without another thought to the slaughter he had committed. As he stepped quietly into the shadows of the old city, the first cries of alarm could be heard.
 




Chapter 11
It was fortunate for William and his friends that the sudden burst of rain only arrived as they approached his home. It was, however, enough to make each of them burst into a run. The group entered William’s home at the gallop. On arrival, Emily busied herself gathering towels and passing them around to each member of the group. The household staff had already left for the day and so William, and Obadiah made up the fires in the kitchen and study.
 
An hour had passed before the guests were warm and comfortable. William suggested coffee would be better than alcohol now the time had come to discuss the investigation. Emily used her skill to manoeuvre Bessie away from Jack and promised to return with the refreshment.
 
“Isaac, what news have you from Kostya’s?” William asked. However, before Isaac could reply, Abberline gave a cough and when William looked in his direction, the Inspector nodded towards John and Tom. The gesture did not go unnoticed by John Branford who rose from his seat.
 
“Come on Tom, let’s help with the coffee.” He grasped the younger man by the shoulder, and with a little force, ensured Tom knew it was not a request.
 
“You do not have to leave John,” William announced, although he questioned himself whether it was wise to have the two men present.
 
“The Inspector is right, Mr. Harkness. Me and Tom have not proven our loyalty. It would be best if we waited elsewhere.” As he spoke he eyed Abberline with a resentful glare. Abberline did not buckle under his stare and even managed a small rebellious smile. John reached out a hand and with a little more force than was necessary pulled the Tom towards the door. William watched the two men leave and then rounded on Abberline.
 
“Was that strictly necessary?” William felt duty-bound to ask, after all, he had asked John to become one of his men.
 
“What was the first piece of advice I gave you, William?” He continued without waiting for a reply. “This city is treacherous and the people within, more so. Trust is a luxury; the cemetery is filled to the brim with those too eager to call another man a friend.”
 
William knew that Abberline was right but was loathed to admit it to him. Besides, William knew that treating men like outcasts could also prove to be dangerous. Fortunately, another guest moved the conversation back to the investigation.
 
“My search of Kostya’s home produced little in terms of possible reasons for his murder.” Isaac announced.
 
“But Emily said you had news,” William replied.
 
“It’s more - that I have discovered that Kostya was a man of secrets. This man appeared in London a little over two years ago. Before that, it seems there was no Vladimir Kostya. His business dealings since his emergence have been aggressive but as far as I can see perfectly legal.”
 
“So, we are no wiser as to the reason he was killed?”
 
“There was something else. Kostya was a Jew. He was also a man who was keen to keep his religion a secret.  His office held a locked cupboard, and within the cupboard, he stored his religion like a dirty secret.”
 
“I expect he isn’t the first to keep his beliefs to himself.”
 
“I feel this is more than that, William. He’s a secretive man and yet many of his business dealings were there for all to see. Only his religion was locked away. I feel it was important to Kostya that it remained hidden from prying eyes.”
 
“We know that the men we have hunted before hated all immigrants.” Abberline interrupted. “Plus, the night Catherine Eddowes was murdered, we found part of her bloodied clothing in Goulston Street. Above where the piece of her apron lay, a passage was written in white chalk. The passage seemed to suggest that the Jews were responsible for the murders.”
 
“Rage was never too far away on the streets. The murders only added to the tension between all communities in Whitechapel,” added Isaac. “If you wanted to rid the city of a certain group, it makes sense to use the populace as a weapon.”
 
“Maybe they have changed tactic and have decided just to kill Jews,” Abberline replied.
 
“Let us not get ahead of ourselves.” William raised a hand as he spoke to calm their excitable theories. “We have one person killed for an unknown reason. The others that have died at this point seem to have been sacrificed to cover the tracks of the killer or killers.”
 
“So, what’s our next move?” Jack asked feeling a little surplus to requirements.
 
William took a moment to think. He had listened to Abberline and Isaac, and it just seemed too easy. When they had hunted Locke, he had always had the feeling that there was someone pulling the strings, as a puppet master manipulates his dolls. Nothing was ever how it first appeared to be, could it really be as simple as killing Jews at random? Was this just about some petty prejudice? He wished he had poured himself a glass of whiskey. The sharp burning liquid always helped focus his thoughts. “Isaac, you take young Tom back to the Lyceum. Speak to everyone. See if we have missed anything, and if they knew of Kostya’s beliefs.” William reached inside his jacket pocket and retrieved the gold ring taken from the mouth of the dead Kostya. “Gossup, you have contacts – take this and find out all you can.” He threw the ring to Gossup. “It is an unusual piece; someone must know something. Jack, you and John can come with me.”
 
“Where are we going?” Jack asked.
 
“We are going to let Bessie take us on a little journey. We need to know who Kostya was in contact with outside the city.” William turned to Abberline, “I wish you could join us.”
 
“So do I William, but I am at the will of my masters. With good fortune, I shall return the city within a few weeks.”
 
William nodded his agreement. He also could not help thinking that it was unfortunate that Abberline be called away the moment the killings resume. William had never been a great believer in coincidence. However, since hunting the Ripper, he had reached the conclusion that nothing happened by chance. He asked himself if the Ripper’s influence stretched into the halls of power.
 
∞∞∞
 
Only Abberline refused William’s offer to stay the night and avoid the substantial downpour. It meant that the following morning was the most hectic William had witnessed since his days within the ranks. He’d entered the kitchen to observe both Obadiah and Emily preparing breakfast. Bessie was pouring coffee for the rest of the guests who were seated at the large kitchen table.
 
Emily approached William, and kissed him gently on the cheek as she spoke. “I doubted you were ever going to rise. Sleep badly, my love?” William nodded and she asked, “Coffee?”
 
William looked around the table, all of them seemed in good spirits. He somehow knew that each of them would face peril in the coming weeks. It was the same when he commanded men in the ranks. It was, if anything more dangerous on the streets within the city. The enemy could be anywhere, lurking in the shadows of an alley or sitting at this very table. There was no opposing army, the unfurling of banners or the banging of drums. No regiments to be blown apart by shot or shell. Deceit, and intelligence, were the weapons of choice, and William could not help but feel out of his depth.
 
“William, would you like coffee?” Emily asked again, gently squeezing William’s bicep to break him free of his thoughts.
 
“Please.” He raised his hand and stroked Emily’s cheek.
 
“I have arranged a carriage,” announced Isaac. “It will be here within the hour.”
 
“Thank you. When each of you has finished with your tasks, return to Slaughter Yard. We will gather there to share any further information that we have obtained,” he paused for a moment, “I suspect that the killers of Kostya are connected to the Ripper. I do not have to elaborate on how lethal that makes this investigation. Gossup you will be alone in your task; do not idle in your work. Get it done and then get back to the Yard. From that point, you are to remain together until I return.” As Obadiah bent to refill William’s cup, the former soldier whispered into his ear. “Do not leave Emily.” Obadiah did not reply with words; the slightest nods of the head acknowledged his acceptance of the task. “John, I have decided you will return to Slaughter Yard. Abberline has two young constables stationed there, but I believe it would be in our interests to have one of our own men as a point of contact. “
 
“Of course, Mr. Harkness,” John replied, struggling to keep the smile from his face.
 
“My name is William. Be on your guard, the constables are raw recruits and are nothing more than sentries.” He remembered that one of his own men met an untimely end at Slaughter Yard. “Seriously John, do not rely on the building to provide safety.”
 
“Yes, William.”
 
∞∞∞
 
When the meal had been finished and the farewells done, William, Jack and Bessie climbed aboard the awaiting carriage. Bessie told Jack in which directions the carriage needed to go and he relayed them to the driver. Moments later, a shout split the air, and the carriage lurched forward. Jack sat close to Bessie and casually struck up a conversation. William could tell that Jack was attracted to Bessie and so he decided to allow their friendship to blossom undisturbed. He contented himself by watching the old city through the carriage window.
 
The carriage began to slow as the driver prepared to manoeuvre both beast and load around a tight turn. William felt rage as his eyes met those of a man he despised.  William barked out an order for the driver to stop.
 
Jack sat upright, obviously sensing danger. “What is it, William?”
 
“Stay with Bessie.” William leapt from the carriage and before he had landed his pistol was in his hand, ready to fire. The sight of a man seemingly deranged and brandishing a weapon, made many in the street cry out in alarm. William, however, was unconcerned with the fear he had created. His concentration was on finding one figure in the crowd. “Where are you – you bastard?” Finally, a hand gently grasped his arm.
 
“William, what is it?” Jack said, concern etched on his face.
 
“That arrogant bastard was here,” William replied. His anger, although lessening, did not yet abate.
 
“Who?”
 
“Smith! He’s always watching.”
 
“I don’t see anyone, William, apart from anxious public, trying to get away from a madman with a pistol!”
 
“He was here, I tell you.”
 
“Well he’s not here now. We have a task to complete.”
 
“Yes – of course.” William suddenly became aware of countless eyes all focused on him. Sheepishly, William led Jack back to the carriage and they regained their places. William made a half-hearted attempt at an apology for the disturbance. He felt ashamed as he saw the obvious distress he’d caused Bessie. “Sorry,” he mumbled and pulled the collar of his jacket up high. Initially he pretended to drift off to sleep, in an attempt to avoid further embarrassment. The movement of the carriage and lack of sleep the previous night, however, soon made him slip into real slumber. The scraping of the metal rims that protected the wheels from the hard road surface transported the former soldier back to the battlefield. The rims became the sound of swords and bayonets as they were pulled free of scabbards. In the far recesses of William’s mind, men screamed, torn apart by bloody battle.
 
Jack saw, disconcertingly, how Bessie did not take her eyes from William. Once William was asleep, she appeared to pluck the courage to whisper to Jack, “Is he all right?”
 
“William Harkness is one of the finest men I have ever met.”
 
“But he seemed so – so crazed.” She blurted out the last couple of words as though she had been caught stealing.
 
Jack smiled, and then placed and comforting hand on Bessie’s shoulder. “Do not concern yourself. William is a leader of men, and as so, he carries a weight that I could not bear. When the time comes he will not be found wanting.” Bessie seemed to relax upon hearing Jack’s reassuring words. However, as she took her eyes from the sleeping man and concentrated on the passing countryside, it was Jack who found himself staring at William. He had never seen witnessed William so ill at ease. As he watched William, the man he so admired gave a groan, announcing to Jack that even his slumber was plagued by demons, Jack wished he could see what troubled his friend.
 
If Jack had been able to peer into the mind of William he would have been witness to the carnage of battle. He would have seen the rising of Afghan blades as they swept down to tear apart the flesh of British soldiers.  He would observe a brave sergeant drenched in the blood of his enemy as he barked orders to his men, and foul curses at the overwhelming foe. Jack would have recognised the man fighting desperately for his life.  He would have seen his own brother, despite his heroic actions, fall beneath the slashing blades.
 




Chapter 12
It was a number of hours before William called for the carriage to make a stop. He opened the carriage door and stepped into the sunlight. Bessie popped her head out of the carriage; she was obviously confused as to why William had called a halt to the journey.
 
“We haven’t far to go,” she said meekly.
 
“We will continue shortly. Unfortunately, an old wound of mine does not like the cramped conditions.” He rubbed the top of his thigh.  “It grumbles its annoyance with vigour. Would you like to stretch your legs?” William held out his hand to offer assistance.
 
“Yes, thank you sir.” Bessie accepted the helping hand and stepped from their transport.” The two stood in awkward silence for a few moments before finally, Bessie spoke, “Why are you being so kind to me.”
 
“Kind?”
 
“Firstly, you took me into your home. Then, I am treated as an equal, and provided the very best of clothes.”
 
“I brought you into my home to keep you safe. What has happened from that point is Emily’s doing.” Realising that he had sounded pompous, William added, “In truth, Emily is without family and my duties take me from her side far too often. It is I that should be thanking you. Your presence has provided Emily with a companion. And a very pleasant one at that.”
 
Bessie blushed. “Still, you have shown me great kindness.”
 
“Well, we’d best move.” William felt a stab of guilt; bringing Bessie into his household was not an altruistic act. He had hoped that taking her under his wing might lure the killers into the open. “The day progresses and I would like to return to the city before nightfall.”
 
William assisted Bessie to board the carriage. The driver called out to his beasts and they continued on with their journey. Jack, who missed the brief stop, stirred from his sleep. “Are we near?”
 
“We need to tell the driver to take the next track on the left,” Bessie replied. She seemed sure of her directions and so William passed the instruction onto the driver. Then he turned and for some time studied Bessie. At times she seemed as timid as a kitten but just now and then, so self-assured. Despite the new side to Bessie’s character, William worried if visions of slaughter lay at their destination and the impact it would have on the former maid’s mind.
 
“You will remain in the carriage when we arrive. Jack and I will ensure it is safe before you venture inside. Do you have your pistol, Jack?”
 
“I do, though I am no marksman.” Jack retrieved his pistol from his jacket. The look on his face told William how his friend would clearly prefer to use his fists.
 
“Well if there is to be trouble, don’t let the enemy know that.” William smiled, as he took out his own pistol and made sure it was loaded. Bessie paled at the sight of the weapon. “It is unlikely the weapon will be needed, but it never hurts to be prepared,” he said, trying to reassure the young woman at their side. 
 
***
 
The dusty track, flanked by a thick line of trees on either side, was far longer than William expected. The serpent-like route meandered along for at least two miles. Finally, the driver slowed the horses and the carriage swung around. The sudden movement brought a large cottage came into view through the carriage window. William guessed that the building had remained unchanged for many years; its thick black timbers standing in contrast to the white walls. The heavy thatched roof was in good repair, which led William to believe its owner was of substantial means. He stroked the pistol, which was now back in his jacket pocket, as a final preparation. He eyed the courtyard and then the windows throughout the building in search for signs of life. When it was not forth coming, he knew that he must take a closer look.
 
“What do you think, William?”
 
“The thatched roof looks well maintained, the plastered newly rendered. It looks like the owner has some substantial means. And it’s very quiet – almost too quiet.” The only sound came from crows in a nearby field. Their eerie calls attracted William’s stare. A futile scarecrow stood as a lacklustre attempt to fend off the shadowy winged demons. William was surprised that the birds flocked to the scarecrow, rather than take flight. He shook the image from his mind and stepped towards the cottage. His eyes focused on the building and the fact the door to the cottage had been left ajar. William retrieved his pistol, and nodded towards Jack, to do the same. He was about to enter the cottage, but something made him turn around. He stretched out a hand and forced his friend's pistol to point at the floor.
 
“Best aim it at the floor,” he whispered.
 
“Don’t you trust me?”
 
“You, I trust, but your aim is a different matter.” William smiled and then cautiously pressed against the door to the cottage. No movement or sound came from within; this confirmed that William would need to enter, not knowing what lay within the shadows. “Keep your distance, Jack. Don’t enter until I signal.” He peered inside before committing his entire body to the gloom. Despite, the brilliant sunshine of the day, the interior of the cottage remained cool and dull. William guessed that the opposite side of the building would allow far more light through its small windows. He glanced around; a rocking chair sat next to a large fireplace. The grate had lost its warmth and flame long ago. He called out, conscious that if no crime had been committed, then he was trespassing on someone’s privacy. He received no reply and once more he called out, this time with a little more vigour. Again, the only sound that came was from the crows. Finally, he signalled for Jack to enter the cottage. The two of them searched each of the building’s rooms. Eventually, they were forced to accept the fact that it was empty, and devoid of any sign of a struggle.
 
As they stepped out into the open air, William was confused as to his next course of action. He began to feel frustrated; the cawing of the crows did not improve his mood. “Bastard things.” He stomped towards the birds.
 
“You can come out now, Bessie,” Jack called to her. 
 
As her feet found firm ground, she observed William moving purposely towards the nearby field.
 
“Where is he going?” she asked.
 
“I think William Harkness, former heroic captain of the 66th of foot, has declared war on a bunch of birds.” Jack laughed. “Mind, they are evil-looking bastards.”
 
William didn’t know what type of crop it was that he delicately picked his way. He was only partly aware of Jack laughing to his rear, for some reason, his focus was on the scarecrow. The motionless interpretation of a man designed to strike fear in the hearts of the birds was failing completely. He did not know why but he felt compelled to ascertain the reason. As he approached, the birds still refused to take flight. They disregarded him in the same manner as they did the static pest control. His stare fell on the largest of the crows, perched nonchalantly on the scarecrow’s shoulder. He could not take his eyes from the back of the crow’s neck; slick ebony feathers covered a deceptively powerful neck. Then the bird turned its head, and William felt the acrid taste of bile rising in his throat. The bird was staring back, not simply with its own eyes, which were as dark as the pit of hell but also with the remnants of a human eye hanging from its razor sharp beak. William felt its gaze upon him; without seeing, it looked into his soul. William could not contain his horror any longer; he crouched down into the crop and vomited. He retched until his insides screamed that they had no more to give.
 
It was some moments before he regained his composure. Raising a hand, he used his sleeve to wipe the spittle from his chin. He drew his pistol, and then fired all the barrels of his pepperbox into the air. Suddenly, the crows understood fear. A black crowd rose from the field leaving William alone with the gruesome scarecrow. William listened to the cries of fright, then the sound of rapidly approaching footsteps as they crushed the delicate crops. He turned quickly to see both Jack and Bessie moving at speed.
 
“No!” he called out and held up his hand. “Bessie, return to the carriage. Jack, go to the cottage, fetch some sort of cloth.” Jack stopped immediately and without questioning grasped Bessie by the hand.
 
“What is it?” Bessie asked.
 
“Now is not the time for questions, it is the time to listen,” Jack replied.
 
William watched as Jack, having deposited Bessie safely back at the carriage. Moments later, he was crossing the field with a large piece of bedding.
 
As he approached, William held up a hand. “Be warned Jack; this is not a pretty sight.”
 
Jack nodded his acceptance of the warning and moved in closer. The figure before him was barely recognisable as a human being. The hands were nailed to the scarecrow's post in a grotesque crucifixion style. The ground around the body had been turned a dark crimson colour, leaving the no doubt that the victim was bled similarly to Kostya. It was also clear that many of the creatures that inhabited the location had found the body to be a source of excellent nourishment.
 
“God have mercy.” Jack gulped, clearly fighting the urge to vomit.
 
“I did warn you.”
 
“I am not sure any eyes can be prepared for a sight such as this,” Jack replied, taking in large gulps of air to prevent him vomiting. I wonder who he is – was,” he corrected himself.
 
“The owner of the cottage presumably. There is little remaining of the victim's face, so I see little reason to put Bessie through the horror of witnessing this damned slaughter.”
 
“What are we going to do with the body?”
 
“Wrap it and then carry it to the cottage. I want you to take the carriage back to the city. Bessie is to return home, then you must inform Abberline if he has not yet departed for his other duties, oh, and don’t forget Dr Fitzgerald. She must return with you, do not take no for an answer.” As William finished speaking he and Jack lifted the body free of the cross. Both men tried their best not to look at the body as they felt the loose flesh within their hands. As they laid the figure on the cloth, they realised that one of the feet was missing. William glanced about, but it was nowhere to be seen.
 
“A fox perhaps?” Jack suggested.
 
“A definite possibility. I expect every creature for miles around has had a bite.”
 
∞∞∞
 
William and Jack crossed the field struggling with the now wrapped corpse. However, when they reached the firmer ground afforded by the dirt track, the task became easier. They crossed over the small courtyard between cottage and carriage. They tried their best to ensure that the cloth remained in place, doing their best to hide it from Bessie’s fragile eyes. Considering the weight of the body and the distance travelled they did well to reach the door to the cottage before William lost his footing. All three ended up sprawled on the floor. The mangled hand of the victim slipped from the cloth. William tried to rise and prevent Bessie from observing the grotesque sight. However, to his surprise, a slender hand reached down and tucked the monstrosity back beneath the cloth. William had been so occupied with hiding the victim from the former maid, he had not realised that Bessie had left the carriage.
 
“I am sorry Bessie; we tried to hide this from you.”
 
Bessie gave a smile that was filled with a kind of pity. “This is nothing; before my father passed he used to help prepare bodies for burial. I was only a child, but he taught me not to fear the dead. Even when the day came that I was staring at my father’s lifeless body, I did not feel fear - only sadness.” She placed a hand on the cloth which covered the head of the victim. “I saw many people who had been torn violently from this world. My father taught me that even though these poor souls had been shown no dignity at the end of their life, we could at least grant them that honour, in death.”
 
“Still, you are not dressed for this kind of work,” William replied, trying not to register shock at the intelligence and strength shown by the young woman. He was staring at her as he spoke, but in his peripheral vision he observed something else. “Thank you for your help, Bessie, but I need you to return to the carriage now.”
 
“What is it William?” Jack whispered as Bessie returned to the carriage.
 
“I saw a figure move in the window. It was only a glimpse but someone was there.”
 
∞∞∞
 
The two men heaved the body onto the table’s surface. As William stepped back, he placed his finger against his lips instructing Jack to be quiet. He then bent down and began to remove his boots. “When I am ready, I want you to make as much noise as possible. I will venture upstairs. Give me a second or two and then go out into the courtyard and pretend you’re talking to me in the kitchen.”
 
“Why take the risk?”
 
“Hopefully, my arrival will be a surprise.” He nodded when he was ready and Jack began to slam doors, and scrape furniture across the timbered floor. William left him to it and silently, began to climb the staircase. With each step, he strained to hear movement from the upper level. When he reached the landing, he came to a halt. William listened. He could hear Jack out in the courtyard, speaking loudly, as though he were talking to someone and they were talking back. The ruse worked. Through a crack in the door to one of the rooms, William spied a shadow. Moments later, William was rushing into the room his pistol grasped in his right hand.
 
William froze. He was unprepared to see the figure to his front. The momentary pause gave the figure the chance to hurl a candlestick in his direction and then bolt for the door. William, however, quickly recovered in time to grasp the collar of the would-be escapee.
 
“Get off! I didn’t see anything – don’t kill me.”
 
“Calm down!” William struggled to restrain what he now knew to be a lad of no more than 12 years of age.
 
“Leave me!” the boy squealed.
 
“I’m not going to hurt you.” William was forced to lift the boy bodily from the floor and carry him to a chair. “Sit there and just listen. My name is William Harkness. I hunt the men who killed the man downstairs. I have no wish to harm you, if I did, you would already be dead.”
 
After some time had passed the boy ceased his struggling. He stared at William, clearly trying to decide whether to trust the man to his front. Eventually, he began to speak.
 
“He sent me inside when two could be seen coming up the lane. We ‘ardly ever receive guests. I think he knew they meant him harm.”
 
“You saw the killers?”
 
“I heard the scream. I wanted to help, but I was scared.” The boy sobbed, clearly ashamed of his own perceived cowardice. “I couldn’t – I just couldn’t. I should have helped him!”
 
“What’s your name?”
 
“Alfred, but most call me Alfie, sir,” The boy continued to sob.
 
“Well, you listen to me, Alfie. If you had gone to help your friend, then you would be dead, too.  So, put that from your mind and tell me about your friend.”
 
“It was Mr. Stand, a kind gentleman who took me in after my Da, upped and left.”
 
“Left?”
 
“My Da and I used to travel around looking for work to pay for lodgings.  Mr. Stand let us stay and do a few tasks about his land. I woke one morning to find my Da had run off. He drinks Mr. Harkness, sir and he can disappear for weeks at a time.”
 
“And Mr. Stand let you stay?”
 
“Yes, he said he liked the company,” he paused and then added, “he seemed lonely.”
 
“So, when did the men arrive?”
 
“Two days ago.”
 
“Would you recognise these men, if you were to see them again?”
 
“I have no wish to see them again, but I won’t ever forget their faces.” The boy grimaced.
 
William paused for a moment; finally he had a witness who could prove useful. A witness that could identify one or more of the killers. However, if the lad disappeared now he doubted the killers would ever know that he even existed. His safety aside, young Alfie could be the key to the whole investigation. He felt a pang of guilt as he decided on the right course of action. William took the boy gently by the shoulders and looked him in the eyes. “Tell me, Alfie, do you want these men who hurt Mr. Stand to pay?”
 
“They should be strung up like rabbits.”
 
“Then I will need your help, Alfie. I’d like you to travel to London with my friends.” William had already decided that it would not be possible to transport the body in the carriage and he would not leave it unguarded in the cottage. “When I return, we will track down these men and they will answer for their crimes. Will you help me, Alfie?” The boy did not reply, the fear of seeing the men again was etched on his face. However, after what seemed like an age Alfie nodded his head in acceptance of the task.
 
William instructed Jack to take the lad to Slaughter Yard and ensure he was placed in Gossup’s care. He retrieved some supplies from the carriage and then walked back to the cottage. He stepped inside and looked at the shrouded body on the table. He sighed - he knew the carriage would not be back for many hours, if at all that day; spending a night among the dead was not what he had planned when he rose that morning.
 




Chapter 13
William closed the door to the cottage. He turned and looked at the shape beneath the cloth that lay on the table. He wondered if Stand had a family that might miss him. It was no way for a man to pass from the world. As he did so, he casually unwrapped the cloth,
which held the provisions he had collected from the carriage. Looking down he spied bread, cheese, and a bottle of his favourite whiskey.  “Obadiah, you old dog, you know me better than I know myself.”  He looked once more at the dead body and then down at the food. “This is a meal best enjoyed alone.”
 
He walked into the next room. The cottage was not luxurious by any means, but it had a loved and comfortable feel. The furniture was not new, but was of a decent quality. William moved a small table so that it nestled next to the most comfortable-looking chair. He placed the provisions on the table and took a long drink from the whiskey bottle. Before allowing himself to rest, he started a fire in the small fireplace. It took longer than he expected, but soon the flames began to warm a day that had already passed its warmest hour. Finally, he came to rest in the chair. He removed his boots and spent some time rubbing his upper thigh. He had been wounded while serving in the British army more than once, but it was this wound that plagued him the most. An Afghan warrior’s bullet had torn into the meaty flesh on his thigh; it had complained bitterly ever since. The bread and cheeses made an excellent partner for the whiskey.  When his stomach was full, he lay back in the chair and allowed the tiredness to wash over his aching limbs.
 
∞∞∞
 
Isaac Naismith stopped at the entrance to the Lyceum. He looked at Tom, placing a hand upon the young man’s shoulder. “I have a task for you; I shall talk to Henry Irving alone.”
 
“But William said we should not separate.”
 
“Do not worry; we shall both be within the Lyceum. I want you to question those that work behind the stage.” Isaac noticed the look of complete dread cross Tom’s face. “Dressed like this,” Naismith motioned towards his quality suit, “those people will have no interest in talking to me. They are far more likely to tell secrets to someone they see as an equal.” Tom looked down at his own attire, and a red blush rose to his cheeks. Isaac noticed, “Tom I did not mean to cause offense I merely meant that some will see me as part of the privileged few. That is their view, not mine. A man is far more than the cloth on his back or the coin in his pocket. Speaking of which,” he pulled some coin from a purse and placed it in Tom’s hand, “some still may need to be convinced to share what they know. You can do this Tom. Besides, you must have visited this place in your role as Kostya’s guard, they will remember your face. The young man reluctantly nodded his acceptance.
 
The two men walked into the acclaimed theatre. After declaring their identity, a young boy was called to show Tom to the backstage. However, Isaac was shown into the theatre proper; he was directed towards a shadowy figure that sat in the eighth row. The Theatre was dark and gloomy so, identifying the man was impossible. It didn’t help that his guide had disappeared without uttering a single word. Isaac was left no alternative but to press onwards. He nearly went crashing to the floor more than once due to the poor light. Finally, and somewhat relieved he succeeded in reaching the row in which the figure sat.
 
“Henry Irving?”
 
“Henry is not present today.” The reply was not unpleasant, but Isaac sensed that the person did not want to be disturbed.
 
“When will he return?”
 
“Not this day… recent events mean that we must raise funds. May I ask what it is that you require? Henry Irving is a rather busy man.”
 
“I am working with Inspector Abberline and William Harkness. We are investigating the death of Vladimir Kostya.” For a moment, Isaac thought that his words had fallen upon deaf ears. However, an unseen candle suddenly came to life, and the figure was at last revealed.
 
“Forgive the darkness; it helps me focus my thoughts. I am Stoker, I manage the theatre for Irving.” He held out a hand to be shaken.
 
“Stoker – not Bram Stoker?”
 
“The very same, but please, do not hold that against me.” Stoker smiled as he motioned for Isaac to come closer and be seated.
 
“Hold it against you – my dear sir, your creation, The Crystal Cup, spoke to my very soul.” Isaac closed his eyes as if in deep concentration. “Ere I am lost in the great vortex. I see the singer throw up her arms and fall, freed at last, and the King sitting, glory-faced, but
pallid with the hue of Death.”  Isaac delighted in his recollection of a section one of his favourite pieces of literature. His delight was matched by that of Stoker, who with obvious fake modesty held up a hand to prevent Isaac from heaping praise upon him.
 
“Enough of this ...” Stoker paused.
 
“Isaac – Isaac Naismith,” he replied, feeling a little unsettled at meeting Stoker.
 
“Isaac, we have answered questions on Kostya before; I cannot see how we might be of more assistance.”
 
The familiarity of been called by his first name was not lost on Isaac. It was an act of friendship or at least generosity toward literary fan.  He shook his mind free of his admiration of Stoker and pressed on with his task. “Often people don’t mention the small details, they feel them too trivial or unimportant. In a case such as this, we need all the information we can gather.” His words seemed to have an impact on Stoker, he genuinely seemed to be searching his mind, as though looking for a lost memory. Suddenly, the Irishman sat back and chewed his lip for a moment.
 
“What is it?” Isaac pressed.
 
“I don’t know if it means anything. No more than two weeks after Kostya agreed to fund our work, I was sat here, just like I am at this very moment. Henry had taken ill and so I agreed to oversee some of the actors who were auditioning for the smaller roles. A stranger approached and sat next to me, just as you have done. I asked him his business and in a matter of fact way, he claimed to be waiting for Kostya. I had no reason to expect a deception. He spoke as though Kostya was a friend or at the very least a close acquaintance.  Nevertheless, as the conversation continued I felt as though the man was warning me. He talked of Kostya’s business dealings and of his dabbling with women of a certain profession. This did not come as a surprise to hear, I loathed Kostya the moment, I met him. However, it just so happened, that Kostya did, in fact, visit the theatre that day. When I pointed out his arrival to the stranger, he claimed that it was too late in the day, and hurried away.”
 
“Did you mention this to Kostya?” Isaac asked.
 
“I confess wild horses could not drag me to enter into a conversation with the man, unless I had to.”
 
“What did the man look like?”
 
“Alas Isaac, on that day there was no candle. Besides, my attention was fixed on the stage.”
 
“Kostya – did you know he was a Jew?”
 
“No – but this is the theatre, Isaac. Within this place, nobody is as they seem. It is in essence, a world of illusion and deceit. Tell me, Isaac, how did he die?”
 
“Why the interest?”
 
“I am an author Isaac, authors find inspiration in most things, even murder.”
 
Isaac thought for a moment, before deciding that he could trust Stoker with the information. “He was hung upon the wall of his own study, a two-pronged weapon was driven into his throat. After he had bled out, his genitalia and tongue were cut from his body.”
 
“God preserve us! The man was a proper bastard, but he did not deserve such an end.” He paused, “Bled out you say?”
 
“Yes, every drop drained from his body.” Stoker did not reply, but Isaac thought he dwelt too long on the grotesque details of Kostya’s murder.  “Well – thank you. I shall let you return to your solitude.” Isaac slipped away eager to find the light of the day.
 
Isaac emerged into that cleansing light. He saw that Tom was leaning against the exterior wall of the Lyceum.  He called to him, “You find anything out?” but could tell by the solemnity of the young man that he had been unsuccessful in obtaining any useful information.
 
“Sorry Isaac, they were willing to talk, but Kostya never visited the backstage areas of the theatre.”
 
“No need for apologies, Tom, we cannot conjure information or evidence from the air. We will return to Slaughter yard.”
 




Chapter 14
Isaac, Tom, John and Gossup sat in William’s office. The mood was bleak, and although the tasks set by William had been approached eagerly, in truth, produced little to aid the investigation.
 
“The ring, Gossup, surely such a strange design would have been recognised?” Isaac asked. His words almost pleading to be answered with positive news.
 
“I visited all my contacts on both sides of the law. For the most part, all I received were blank looks and shrugs of the shoulder. I did have a number of offers to purchase the ring, however. Finally, I called on Billy Jenkins, and truth be told, he’s a fine wire. There is not a pocket he can’t pick. He says he was over at Tolliver’s, that fancy jewellery place near Hyde. What a lot of people don’t know is old Tolliver came from the streets, and despite being all respectable, he still dabbles in the occasional piece of jewellery that has, let us say, lost its rightful owner.” Gossup gave a mischievous smile.
 
“Did Tolliver make the rings?” Isaac pressed.
 
“Well, that’s the problem. Billy was in there a while back trying to pass on a tidy silver money clip. He was fairly sure that he saw Tolliver closing a box that contained a number of rings. Billy was certain that the rings had the same design.”
 
“Well we can just go and talk to Tolliver.” Tom announced, keenly.
 
“There is a problem,” Gossup replied.
 
“Don’t tell me, Tolliver met with an unfortunate accident?” Isaac fully expected that another murder had closed a possible line of investigation.
 
“I wish it was that simple. Two months ago, Tolliver only gathered up his belongings and left for America. Another death would indicate a voice being silenced, but the reasons behind Tolliver’s move are known solely to him. His wife died many years ago and his only son is at his side, thousands of miles away,” Gossup replied.
 
“So, we have learnt nothing from the theatre, and the ring belonging to a dead man may or may not have been made by a part-time law breaker.” Isaac shook his head and did not look forward to telling William that the investigation had failed to move forward.
 
“I would trust Billy’s word on the rings. Which means more than likely, there are other owners who possibly face danger. It is not the sort of design you’d give to a loved one,” said Gossup.
 
“That’s if the ring has anything at all to do with the murder. The way forward seems clouded with mist.” Isaac pulled a flask from his jacket pocket and passed it to Gossup. The former soldier readily accepted the offering and took a drink from the flask before passing the container to Tom. “It seems we must wait for the sunshine to clear a path through the inclement weather gentlemen,” He announced, as the flask finally returned to his own hand. He took a long ravenous drink from the flask and, with a contented smile, replaced its lid.
 
As the flask was placed back into Isaac’s jacket the unmistakable sound of horses’ hooves clip-clopping on the courtyard cobbles could be heard.  Isaac and his companions filed from the office. Isaac was keen to learn what news William brought from beyond London’s boundaries, however, was surprised to see only Jack and a boy step from the carriage.
 
“Where’s William?” Gossup asked.
 
“There has been another murder,” Jack replied. As he spoke he helped the young boy from the carriage. “This is Alfie, Gossup you are to be responsible for his safety. Bessie has returned to William’s home, and I have informed Abberline of this latest murder.”
 
“What did he say?” Isaac asked.
 
“That the crime is clearly to do with our investigation. I was told to collect Dr Fitzgerald and then fetch the body at the earliest opportunity.”
 
Isaac heard the driver give a slight cough, but he and his companions merely ignored the man and carried on talking together. A second cough was much louder, which had more of an effect. Isaac and the others looked up at him, with obvious irritation on their faces.
 
“My girls,” he nodded towards his horses, “need rest and a good feed. The morning will be the earliest they can repeat the journey. Few will be willing to make such a journey this late in the day.”
 
“It makes sense to leave in the morning, Jack.”
 
“I know Isaac, but you didn’t see the body. I am reluctant to leave William with only the body for company.”
 
“But the dead can’t hurt you,” Tom announced.
 
Jack looked across at the young man. He was not angry at the statement but could not help rolling his eyes. “I’m a simple man, and I confess that God has never been in my heart. However, spend a night with some pour soul that has been ripped from this world in such a savage way as this poor chap was, and a darkness descends on the living. The heart and mind are dragged to places it has no business visiting. Trust me, Tom, pray that you never find yourself undertaking such a task.” The young man did not reply. His head dropped, and he looked to the floor. It was Isaac who shattered the awkward moment.
 
“But still, Jack, it makes sense to wait. We will send word to Dr Fitzgerald, and as the sun rises we will be on our way.”
 
Jack looked at the sweated flanks of the carriage beasts as if to confirm that what the driver was complaining about was true.  He nodded his agreement, and ushered the boy towards the interior of the Yard.
 
∞∞∞
 
The noise came as quite a shock.  William opened his eyes, but it was his ears that focused on the scraping coming from the adjacent room. Instinctively, his hand moved toward the pistol within his jacket, his eyes, never straying from the door. Sudden panic gripped at his stomach when he realised the trusted weapon was not in his pocket.  He glanced about wondering if he had dropped the pepperbox as he and Jack had carried the body. A draft must have caught the fire, for it suddenly raged briefly, and then shrank away, its flames returned to only a fraction of what they had previously been. He looked again for the weapon and noticed a small necklace on the table, its pendent reflecting what was left of the fire's brilliance. He stared at the necklace that he knew so well. A necklace that he knew was at his home in London.  He smiled - the rigidity which had raced through the sinews of his body relaxed. William learned to live with his vivid dreams; they had plagued his slumber since the death of his mother.
 
The handle turned and slowly the door slid open to allow entrance to what lurked beyond. A figure came into view; its slow shuffle, the source of the scraping sound that had caused William’s alarm. The figure was not lit like a celestial being from the books William had read as a boy, no brilliant light shone, caressing all in its path. This figure was an imprint upon the real world; the body did not fully block out the features of the room beyond. Its presence was incomplete; a pale figure that was more shadow than a creature of substance.
 
“You do not fear me?”  A cold unfeeling whisper asked.
 
“I did not fear you when you walked amongst the living, Jonathan Locke. Why should I now fear a figment of my mind?”
 
“I suppose many have died at your hand.”
 
William looked closely at the figure. He saw the hilt of a dagger protruding from the bottom of Locke’s chin. William had driven the blade through flesh, bone, and brain, killing a vicious murderer and dispatching Jonathan Locke from the world of men. “You will find no guilt for the part I played in your death, Locke.”
 
“For me, no - but there are others.” The figure moved its hand in a long sweeping motion to his side. Suddenly, a gloom descended upon the room, as a shadowy scene appeared before William’s eyes. He shuddered, feeling as though someone had walked over his grave. On the floor lay what seemed to be a lifeless body, a pool of dark liquid seeping out from under him.
 
“Gaetan.” The name escaped William’s lips before he could guard against the pain it caused to utter it aloud.
 
“Another friend who’d paid the price for your heroics,” the figure smiled. A ghostly tongue licked at the smile, tasting the delicious cruelty of its words. 
 
“Gaetan’s death was your responsibility… and that whore that served you!” William announced defiantly.
 
“How many more deaths, William? Another friend perhaps?” The figure waved its hand, and the image of Gaetan vanished to be replaced by Jack.  “A father, perhaps?” Again, the scene changed. This time Sir Simeon Harkness lay across his own desk, his throat cut from ear to ear.  “Or even...”
 
“No!” William knew which figure would be shown next and the very thought of it, turned his blood to ice.
 
“A lover,” the spectral vision delighted in whispering the words. Emily’s body lay before him, bloodied and torn apart by some unknown assailant.
 
“Bastard!” screamed William.
 
“How many are to die? Honour is a fine thing when it is not you that pays the price.”
 
“I would gladly take their place.”
 
“Oh yes, William the hero. Dashing and brave – is it no wonder those around you are so loyal? They go to their deaths with a thankful smile, content to bathe in your glory.”
 
“Go – to – hell!”
 
“Look at your lover, William. See the once beautiful woman torn to shreds, not because she met a killer. No, her crime was simply loving you. There can be no happiness with William Harkness, he is a curse, a harbinger of death.” Locke’s voice was as a sibilant whisper, his eyes, surrounded with dark circles, were set deep in his pallid, deathly face.
 
William screamed his rage and made to charge at Locke’s ghostly image. A small table crashed to the ground and the shadows that held the room’s attention slipped from view.
 
William opened his eyes, finding himself still sitting in the chair he had fallen asleep in. He looked around the room, which showed no evidence of the vision. He raised a shaking hand and wiped a tear from his cheek.
 
∞∞∞
 
A carriage and wagon threw the dust of the track into the air. Their journey had begun at the very start of the new day. The occupants of the carriage were beginning to feel the cramped conditions. Limbs needed stretching and nostrils needed to take in air uncontaminated by smell of horse flesh. As the transport stuttered to a halt in front of the cottage, the passengers observed a small fire that had been lit in the courtyard. The distinct aroma of cooking rabbit cleared the senses of the passengers as they disembarked.
 
A figure emerged from the cottage doorway; his hands contained all that was needed for a handsome meal.
 
“Don’t tell me you shot those,” Isaac pointed to two rabbits on an improvised spit, “with the pepperbox?
 
“I found an old musket. It was well maintained, perhaps the owner expected trouble.”
 
Isaac stared at William. “You look tired.”
 
“Sleep was not easily achieved, but it is nothing a decent meal won’t remedy.”
 
“Well, where is it?” A voice sounded with a distinct Scottish twang. It seemed to William, that Dr Fitzgerald’s mood had not improved since they had last met. However, William was not prepared for a verbal war. He signalled over his shoulder with his hand. Without another word, Fitzgerald strolled into the cottage and slammed the door after entering.
 
“She was not amused at being summoned.” Isaac announced.
 
“Then she should find a position that is less of a burden,” William snapped. “For pity sake, people are dying. I have not the time or inclination to place them against my teat until they are grown.”
 
“What a truly awful image.” Isaac tried to prevent the smile spreading across his face, but it was an attempt in vain.
 




Chapter 15
William was enjoying the meal that had been prepared in the open air. His companions, Jack and Isaac, he observed also seemed to be savouring the tasty meal judging by the gnawing sounds they made as they chomped and chewed their way through the rabbit stew. Inside the cottage, Fitzgerald was carrying out a quick examination of the body. The drivers of the carriage and wagon kept their distance, sitting near their vehicles, preferring to eat their meals together. It would have been more efficient to make a search of the property as Fitzgerald completed her work. However, William was reluctant to enter the cottage when the body was still present. He did not admit it to his friends, but the previous night had left its mark. The ghostly figures of loved ones were never far from his thoughts. He’d felt a panic within him, which he hadn’t felt since watching his men being slaughtered in the battle of Maiwand. Under his command, the 66th was torn violently from the world. So many men destroyed by cannon, musket, and blade.
 
Whilst sitting in the cool fresh air, William had begun to relax, and the gentle breeze soothed his senses so that he was almost closing his eyes, and once again his thoughts began to slip back to the spectral world. He was disturbed when the door to the cottage opened and a more thoughtful looking Fitzgerald, stepped into the daylight.  William stood up and stared at her for a moment, wondering if her mood had improved. Deciding to rise above any tension he offered her a mug of tea. “It’s weaker than rat’s piss, but it’s hot and might wash the filth away.”
 
“Thank you,” she clasped the offering. Ignoring the heat, she drank deeply of the cleansing liquid. “He didn’t die in there of course.”
 
“No, we found him over there.” William pointed to the scarecrow cross, which stood in memorial to the slaughter.
 
“Well it seems we have been here before. A two-pronged implement driven into the throat; it caused massive blood loss. The body was mutilated after death; the genitalia and tongue removed. There are signs that various animals feasted upon the remains; I expect the parts that had been cut from the body have been consumed. The foot was chewed from the ankle and was not part of the original attack. I will have a more detailed report once I get him back to the workhouse. Then there was this...” She threw an object to William. He caught it and recognised it instantly as another gold ring that matched the one taken from Kostya’s body.
 
“Was it in the mouth?”
 
“Oh no, this was far more inventive. The heart had been removed, most likely it went the same way as the tongue, and in its place sat that delicate little trinket.”
 
“Oh my God,” Isaac could not hide his disgust.
 
“It seems God is sleeping, Mr. Naismith, on the other hand, perhaps he has just grown tired of man’s butchery?”
 
“Either way we are buggered,” William announced in a matter of fact way. “There is some rabbit left or would you rather we loaded the body on the wagon?”
 
“I will be on my way.” She strode towards the wagon without another word.
 
∞∞∞
 
Unknown to William, a country residence no more than fifteen miles away, was playing host to a small gathering of people.
 
A figure, its hair cut almost to the scalp; its body showing the evidence of mistreatment, stood unmoving in a trance-like state. Its body was stripped of its fat; only hard, unyielding and uncompromising muscle remained. The weeks that had passed had driven away the excess, in both body and mind. Coldridge did not react as the bonds that held his hands were cut. His eyes were fixed upon the horizon; however, they portrayed no yearning for the chance to escape. He seemed oblivious to the hooded figures amongst the crowd that spied him with obvious interest. One such figure took a step closer to him.
 
“Your training has progressed well. Clearly, you are ready for your first test and we,” his hands pointed out those that were near, “have gathered to witness your triumph.”
 
Coldridge did not reply. He gave only the very shortest of nods to bear witness to the fact he heard the speaker. He showed no emotion when those gathered around him cheered and called out his name.  Three figures, their hands tied and mouths gagged, were escorted to stand before him. He felt no pity, he felt nothing.
 
The hooded figure held his hands aloft to quiet the crowd. “Three creatures that represent our brother’s past.” The hooded figure was now addressing all that were present. He raised a hand and pointed to the first prisoner. “The thief – as Charles Coldridge you stole from the good people of London.” He then pointed to the second prisoner. “The whore – as Charles Coldridge you wasted your inheritance in decadent ways. The hooded figure then raised his hand more slowly for the third prisoner, allowing his words to have more impact. “The murderer – as Charles Coldridge you used this creature to remove any that opposed you.” The crowd grumbled its discontent at those tied, and Coldridge’s previous life. “But we deal in redemption.” The figure dropped three ceremonial daggers onto the ground. Then he turned to the three captives and held aloft a large bag. “Within this bag is a small fortune in gold. I would wager that it contained enough wealth to make each of you able to live very respectable lives. All you have to do is take a blade from the ground and kill Charles Coldridge.” The figure cut the bonds of the captives and Coldridge saw that the hooded man’s words sparked an interest in more than one of the captive’s eyes. The hooded ringmaster slowly walked from the fighting area and waited patiently for greed to overwhelm caution.
 
The thief burst forward but Coldridge remained perfectly still. His would-be attacker clasped one of the ceremonial daggers and now slowed his forward momentum. The thief clearly wanted to be the one who plunged his blade into Coldridge. Obviously, he was the kind of man who did not concern himself with morality. He doesn’t know me, thought Coldridge. He knows only the clink of gold and the opportunity for wealth. As the man neared him, it seemed his confidence had grown. After all, Coldridge had made no attempt to prepare for an attack and would have seemed oblivious to danger.  Coldridge’s attacker was smiling now, probably thinking about the gold, and then callously aimed a lunge at Coldridge’s throat. The thief’s smile faltered as his blade failed to connect with vulnerable flesh.
 
Coldridge moved with tremendous speed. In one motion, he had negated the thief’s lunge, and now his fist exploded towards his attacker’s groin.  The thief slipped to his knees, agony twisting his expression. Before he could draw breath, Coldridge had wrapped his powerful limb round his throat.  His arm muscles contracted, and the life was taken from the thief. As the body was allowed to slip to the floor Coldridge sensed danger. He spun around and moved to his left, but not in time to evade the blade that slashed at him. He did not feel the pain of the cut to his upper shoulder or react to the crowd that gave a sharp intake of breath at seeing the wound.
 
Now it was the whore who stood before him, snarling like a frustrated animal that had missed the chance of an easy kill. She was of a dainty build but a lifetime of working the streets of London had robbed her of humanity and as such, Coldridge knew she was dangerous. She lunged again, but this time Coldridge caught her arm and then hoisted her bodily into the air. For a moment, he paused, frozen in time. He heard her whimper and then slammed her down on his knee. The whore’s look of rage had disappeared, only the mask of fear and pain dominated her face as she was raised once more into the air. Then she was being pulled downwards at a great velocity. The momentum was only halted as her tiny frame was again brought unceremoniously onto Coldridge’s knee. The loud crack of her spine caused the crowd to gasp. The woman lay unmoving; her eyelids blinked rapidly, then slowed, and finally stopped. As the second captive lay dying, losing her battle for freedom and wealth, Coldridge turned to face the last of his enemies.
 
The third captive did not race into battle; he did not even venture to pick up a blade from the soil.
 
“Mr. Coldridge?” The figure which stood before Coldridge seemed reluctant to enter battle. He was a big man, but perhaps not so lucky in knife fights. His left ear was conspicuous by its absence. “It is me Mr. Coldridge, your driver. “
 
The words seemed to have little impact as Coldridge bent and retrieved the ceremonial dagger.  Slowly and without outward any sign of emotion began to close the gap between himself and his former employee.
 
“Please Sir, I have always followed your instructions,” the man begged. Coldridge heard the words, but they had no effect.  As Coldridge reached striking distance, he stopped abruptly. For the first time, a wave of emotion crept into his damaged soul. He felt confused, somewhere deep within, he felt something was urging him not to strike. Memories of a loyal employee, who drove his carriage among other duties, flooded his mind. Coldridge raised his hand; the fingers opened, and the dagger slipped to the ground. The action caused a grumbling of discontent from the onlookers. The hooded figure, who seemed in control over the proceedings, stepped in between them. He placed a comforting hand on Coldridge’s shoulder.
 
“You have done well; it would have been remarkable to complete such a task so early in your training.” Suddenly, a pistol appeared from the hooded figure's sleeve. “However, the will of Cronos must be obeyed.” The pistol belched its fire. The driver’s head was driven backwards as face, skull and brain matter were violently torn apart.
 
∞∞∞
 
William stepped cautiously into the cottage. He was thankful to see that Fitzgerald had washed down the table; any evidence that a body had been present had been eradicated. William hoped that his relief was not too obvious to those that followed him into the cottage. He admitted to himself that the night had been profoundly unsettling. The night had proved as challenging as any fighting for Queen and country.
 
“I saw some paperwork in the room opposite, Isaac. Jack and I will search the upper level and leave you to deal with the documents.” Isaac nodded his acceptance of the task and immediately walked towards the next room.
 
“What are we looking for?” Jack asked.
 
William blew out his cheeks and shrugged. “In truth, I have no idea. However, it would be beneficial to know who met with such an unfortunate end at this place. His connection to Kostya and who would wish to do the two of them harm. Failing that, the names of the killers would be acceptable.” William smiled for the first time since re-entering the cottage.
 
The hours passed as each man set about his task in earnest. It was with frustration that William finally surrendered any hope of finding evidence on the upper level of the cottage. He motioned to Jack that they should take their search downstairs. He hoped that Isaac, a man who had an eye for the fine detail, had been more successful. However, to William’s surprise when he entered the cottage’s sitting room, Isaac was not focused on paperwork. The usually studious Isaac was part standing, part leaning against a small cabinet. He seemed to be staring at the opposite wall; a look of deep concentration on his face. William looked at the wall but could see nothing of any interest.
 
“Have you found anything?” William asked. His tone was almost accusatory.
 
“I have our victim’s name, Edmund Stand.” When Isaac replied, his eyes still refused to leave the opposite wall.
 
“Isaac, what are you looking at?” William asked a little exasperated.
 
“That clock.”
 
“A clock – do you not think we have more pressing matters than admiring furniture?” William could help noticing the monstrosity. It was not an elegant piece; it was too large for the room. Although the quality of the piece could not be ignored; the gilt adornments of classical figures from Greek mythology gave the clock an almost farcical look.
 
Isaac’s head was twisted to the side as he continued to fix his stare on the timepiece. “It is strange, that a timepiece of such quality should be found in such undeserving surroundings.
 
“No doubt,” replied William. He was finding Isaac’s obsession with the clock tiresome.
 
“William, the value of that clock could purchase this cottage and its lands five times over.” Isaac walked over to the piece of furniture and stroked its trunk. “David Roentgen was cabinet maker of some repute. His many customers included the very best that society could offer; they included the Queen of France.”
 
“This is all very interesting, but I’m not sure how it helps us with our investigation.”
 
“It may interest you to know that David Roentgen was renowned for building furniture with secret compartments.”  As Isaac stopped speaking he began to inspect the clock in more detail.  Then suddenly, he stood upright, a smile spreading across his face. “A hidden button, catch or springs were commonplace."  He reached up and turned the head of one of the gilded classical figures and instantly a drawer popped into view at the foot of the clock. Isaac reached inside the drawer and retrieved its contents. What lay within was guarded by yet another barrier in the form of a locked tin box.
 
The tin in Isaac’s hand was of a substantial weight. The lock, however, guarding its contents was no match for William and his blade. The lid flew open and Isaac pulled free some old documents from their prison. Isaac’s eyes were wide as he stared at William. William returned his friend’s stare with his own look of amazement.
 
“Isaac, old chap, I think we have stumbled onto something very important to this investigation.”
 




Chapter 16
The carriage trundled along the lanes and roads which led back to London. It was a day filled with all the beauty nature could muster. A slight refreshing breeze tickled the leaves of the trees making the foliage dance rhythmically as it bathed in the morning sun. Bird song and the bark of foxes were commonplace, but the humans encroaching on the picturesque scene were devoid of appreciation.
 
As the driver concentrated on the journey, those within the carriage discussed the recently discovered documents. The men looked through the reports before their eyes and could not believe that they had been found within the quaint little cottage.
 
“These documents are not the work of an amateur interested in the grotesque.” Isaac lifted one of the papers from the tin and pointed to his own signature. “This is a copy of my theory around the possible political aspirations of the Ripper. It was never made public and only a select few had ever laid eyes upon its contents.”
 
“Could,” William hesitated but decided he must ask. “Could Jonathan Locke have copied the documents? You told me he had a talent for such a task.”
 
“My brother was a clerk of the highest order, he also had a gift for forging signatures, but many of these documents would have been beyond his ability to obtain. Besides, it would have been difficult for him to copy this,” Isaac held up a report. “It shows the particulars of his death at the hands of William Harkness.” William blushed and timidly took the report from Isaac.
 
“Then it’s clear that someone is passing sensitive information to people we cannot identify, for a reason we cannot know. Damn London!”
 
“I have told you, the City is nought but a nest of deceit.” Isaac replied.
 
The three men continued to be amazed at the documents. Some of the reports were even new to Isaac. However, the real astonishment came with the very last piece of paper contained within the tin. The paper was no more than a note, and looked as though it had been written down as an afterthought. It contained none of the professional touches that the previous documents had in abundance. It simply contained five names; four of the names had addresses next to them. The fifth, rather than an address had a substantial monetary figure. Two of the names on the list they knew, and both had met with an untimely and violent end.
 
“Two thousand pounds!” Jack gasped and then whistled.
 
“That is a sizeable amount of money. However, for what purpose was the money intended, and did this man,” Isaac pointed to the final name on the note, “receive or pay the sum?”
 
“I think we can assume that these people are not involved with the Ripper or Cronos,” William announced. It was a leap of faith, but was sure his reasoning was sound. Seeing the look of interest on Isaac’s face, he knew he must explain further. “Look at the reports, this is no trophy case of a murderer. This is an investigation, the gathering of evidence to lead them to the Ripper.”
 
“So, these people were searching for the killers, but ended up as prey themselves.” Isaac smiled as he digested William’s theory. He dropped the note back into the tin and nodded his head. “I concur; it is the only thing that makes sense. Perhaps, they have made more progress than we have managed and the Ripper or one of his followers felt compelled to remove the danger.”
 
“In which case, we had better try and find the remaining names on the list before he does.”
 
∞∞∞
 
The journey back to London seemed never ending. William grew impatient. The possibility of exploring a real clue in the case was tantalising. He was also aware that if the people on the list were to meet with the same fate as Kostya, then the chance of capturing the Ripper would once again be a remote possibility. He longed to see the dirt and grime of London. His eagerness permitted only one stop to be made, which was at the insistence of the driver.
 
Inside the carriage William and his companions had fallen into silence, and he wondered if they, like he, were pondering the danger that lay before them. With a shudder, he remembered how, a year ago, as their investigation got closer to the murderer, Jonathan Locke, the death toll rose among their ranks. The Ripper and his followers seemed to sense danger and liked a trapped beast acted accordingly.
 
It was past midday before the streets of London were passing beneath the wheels of the carriage. The transport was initially brought to a halt at William’s home. He quickly informed Obadiah of the latest developments and changed his clothes. As urgent as the task before him was, spending the night with the deceased Mr. Stand had left him feeling soiled. Part of him hoped that the new clothes would go some way to erasing from his mind the previous night’s experiences. On departing his home, once more, he kissed Emily as a soldier kisses his sweetheart.
 
Emily could feel the mixture of anxiety and sadness as she embraced her lover; however, she did not comment. She was an intelligent woman and knew William would need all his focus on catching the killer. It would only add to the danger faced by her love if she gave voice to her own concerns. As the door closed, she raised a hand to her mouth to prevent her sadness escaping into the world. She closed her eyes; a tear ran silently down her cheek as she prayed that William would return unharmed.
 
∞∞∞
 
Within the hour, Slaughter Yard played host to William and his men as they formulated their plans, the progress of which was halted when a stranger entered the office without knocking. William’s hand instinctively moved toward the drawer of the desk, in which he had placed the lethal pepperbox.
 
“Who the hell are you?” William demanded, his hand gently teasing the drawer open.
 
“Inspector George Faraday, I believe that Inspector Abberline made you aware of my impending arrival.”
 
“He made me aware of his departure.” William’s reply was filled with venom; his annoyance at this man entering his office without the courtesy of even a knock was clear for all to see.
 
“Well I am here now, and I trust that I can rely on your assistance?”
 
William did not rush his reply. He studied the man to his front as Inspector Faraday returned the favour. The Inspector was perhaps two inches shorter than William, but like William, he was built for power. The shoulders were wide and led to muscular arms, which in turn ended with bear-like hands. William noticed that the left hand was missing the little finger and its neighbouring digit. Finally, he raised his eyes to the man’s chiselled features. William noticed that beneath the finely trimmed moustached a small scar. Another such wound could be observed beneath the left eye. William ascertained that Faraday was not a man to shy away from violence. The tone of his voice suggested that he also liked to ensure those around knew he was in charge. William however, knew there could only be one alpha male in the pack.
 
“These men are under my command. You can either assist us or stay out of our way.”
 
“Perhaps we could discuss this in private?” Faraday’s eyes narrowed.
 
William was left in no doubt that Faraday had just made a threat, and discussion was not what he had in mind. He was also aware of Gossup’s snort of derision. “I would be happy to discuss,” William put emphasis on discuss, “the matter further, but we have pressing matters.”
 
“Ah yes, a fresh line of enquiry and a witness too." Faraday noticed the shock on William’s face at the mention of a witness. The Inspector made no attempt to conceal his delight. “The men in this room may be yours, Harkness, but those beyond the door are mine.”
 
“We haven’t time for this Faraday.” William rose from his chair and silently cursed the two constables who were guarding Slaughter Yard. He could not help feeling that Inspector George Faraday had outflanked him.
 
“Agreed. My constables will take responsibility for the boy and I shall accompany you.”
 
“I have given my word to Alfie that he would be protected.”
 
“And so he will be. However, he is a witness to murder and as such his protection is the responsibility of Scotland Yard.”
 
“Very well,” William replied through gritted teeth. He wanted to argue. He wanted to rip Faraday’s throat out, but he knew that time was not on his side. He must track down the remaining names on the list.
 
“Then what have we planned?” Faraday’s tone was not conciliatory.
 
William suspected the Inspector merely wanted the opportunity to tear his plans apart. “We have two addresses and names, Mrs. Holbrook and Tobias Simms. We believe that they may well be the intended victims of the Ripper or those that serve him. We intend to split our group and visit both locations.”
 
“I shall lead one group and Naismith, that’s you, isn’t it?” Faraday looked directly at Isaac.
 
“Yes,” Isaac replied.
 
“Then it’s best I keep you close.”
 
“What are you suggesting?” William’s anger finally erupted. However, it was Isaac’s calming hand upon his shoulder, which held him back.
 
“I’m not suggesting anything. This man was a brother of a killer and kept his true identity from the authorities.”
 
“You can go to hell.”
 
“It is not a problem, William,” Isaac insisted.
 
William stepped closer to Faraday. “When this task is at an end, we will discuss what has transpired this night at great length.” Before Faraday could reply, William turned away and addressed his men. “Isaac, John and Tom, you are with the Inspector, Jack, Gossup, you are to assist me. Our task is simple. We protect the individuals on the list and find out why the Ripper wants them dead. Keep your wits about you. The men we hunt are dangerous and will not hesitate in killing you.” William passed a note to Isaac, “That is your task. John and Tom will take their lead from you.” William felt the glare from Faraday burn into the back of his neck and could not help a small smile.
 
“Shall we go?” Faraday asked, his temper clearly rising for all to see.
 
“I must speak with the boy first,” William replied.
 
“I really must protest!”
 
“You do that, I am going to speak with Alfie.” William knew that Faraday was right to want to embark on the task with all haste. However, he felt he owed it to the boy to explain why he would not be present to offer his protection. Besides, an opportunity to frustrate the Inspector was too good to miss.
 
***
 
Alfie sat at the edge of his bed; his focus on a book that witnessed better days. At first, he was unaware that William had entered the room.
 
“What are you reading?”
 
The boy looked up at smiled at William’s presence. “The bible, Mr. Gossup gave it to me.”
 
“Do you enjoy reading?” William asked trying to hide his surprise. The thought that Gossup owned a book, let alone the bible, was unsettling.
 
“Mr. Stand taught me, but it is still not easy. My pa told me that reading was not for people like us and we would better learn skills more suited to our station.”
 
“Parents often mean well but are not always right.” William was reluctant to insult Alfie’s father in his absence. Besides, he had spent years showing little respect for his own father, and he would not inflict that curse upon the boy.
 
“In truth, Sir, I think he struggled with his words.”
 
“No man is without failings Alfie. I certainly have my fair share. Now I need to leave this night, but you will be well cared for until I return.”
 
“But I thought you said that you would protect me?”
 
“There will be constables just outside your door. You will come to no harm.” William moved to the shutter which hid the window to Alfie’s room. He slipped the bolt and pulled the shutters apart. A small window gave a view of the street. William peered downwards, as if checking the height from the window to solid ground. He returned the shutters to their original position and slid the bolt back into place. He moved closer to Alfie and took an envelope from his inside pocket. “I assure you that you are safe, but each of us must make that decision for ourselves.” He handed the envelope to Alfie, as the boy reached out a hand, William noticed its cleanliness. It was unusual for a boy of the streets to be so free from grime; it was clear to William, that Mr. Stand had been a positive influence in the boy’s life. “That envelope contains my address and enough money for you to obtain a carriage. If you fear for your life, then I suggest that you use the window, the drop to the street will not be a problem.”
 
“Why can’t I go now?”
 
“Because an Inspector from Scotland Yard wishes to talk to you, and he cannot do so until we return. Now put that in a safe place on your person,” William pointed at the envelope. He ruffled the boy’s hair. “We will not be long but keep your wits about you.”
 




Chapter 17
Horses strained against their harness, and the two carriages lurched forward; within moments, Slaughter Yard and Alfie were left behind. In the first carriage, Isaac, Faraday, John and Tom sat without uttering a word. The Inspector sat perfectly upright, his spine rigid and unmoving. His eyes burned into Isaac in a clear attempt to intimidate; an action that did not go unnoticed by his fellow travellers. Surprisingly, it was young Tom who shattered the awkward silence.
 
“So why do you want to keep an eye on Isa- erm... Mr. Naismith, Inspector Faraday?” John glared at his young friend, as though he had committed blasphemy. Faraday ignored the question; Isaac, however, made no attempt to hide his delight.
 
“It is quite simple, Tom, and please call me Isaac. Inspector Faraday believes that I am untrustworthy because my brother was a killer. I also lied about his identity to keep my own history from the wagging tongues of London’s society. The inspector is perfectly entitled to his estimation of my character, I would probably be of the same opinion if I were in his position. However, where the Inspector is mistaken, is in his belief that he can in some way use my past to intimidate. He is under that elusion because he is in possession of certain documents relating to my former employment. He believes they give him an advantage.”
 
“And it doesn’t?” John asked.
 
“Not at all. You see, most of my activities that were undertaken in the employ of Anderson, and others, were unrecorded. I was unleashed, as it were. Free to do as I wished and as I saw fit. Indeed, I believe my former masters would be very worried men if my exploits were documented.  Secondly, Faraday also forgets that many of the missions carried out by our agents in secret were usually planned by a select number of men, of which I was one. So, the truth of the matter is that I know a great deal more about the Inspector than he does of me. For instance, I know why he is missing two digits on his left hand. I am also aware that because of his actions, it was not just two fingers that were left bloodied and laying in the dirt. Three of our best men lost their lives because of his foolhardy actions.” Isaac did not falter under Faraday’s spite filled stare. “Knowing Anderson as I do, I imagine that Faraday was not placed here to run the investigation, but because William will not shirk in his duties, despite this man’s incompetence. Faraday is no Abberline.“  Isaac gave a deep satisfied grin.
 
The lunge came quickly, but was not unexpected.  The large frame of Faraday had been moving rapidly, but the cold edge of a blade against the soft flesh of his throat, brought the forward momentum to an abrupt stop.
 
“Bastard,” the inspector growled.
 
“Your movements are predictable, Faraday. You believed that your bulk would be enough, but a large man bleeds as easily as any other. As always, your actions are rash and without forethought. Now, may I suggest you return to your seat,” Isaac applied a little more force to the blade, “or I can open your throat here and then tip you from the carriage? London is a place of so much violence and misery, one more body in the gutter will not cause so much as a blink of the eye.”
 
Faraday eased himself away from the blade. “This isn’t over, Naismith.”
 
“That is your choice. For my part I bear you no ill feeling. I would, however, give you fair warning. Making an enemy of me could prove challenging, but making an enemy of William Harkness will be your undoing. We have a common enemy, it is to that foe whom you should target your bile.”
 
Faraday did not reply and for the remainder of the journey, his eyes never left the window of the carriage. It was to the relief of Tom and John when finally, the carriage stuttered to a halt. The driver, oblivious to the interior tensions, called out that the journey was at an end.
 
The four men climbed the steps leading to the household of Mrs. Holbrook. Isaac glanced up and down the street. It gave an air of understated wealth. The populace that inhabited these homes were not likely to be worried that the pantry was empty, but also, they did not feel it necessary to flaunt their wealth, like so many of the social elite within the city.
 
Faraday seemed determined to assert his authority, and pushed his way to the front. He raised a hand and gave the timbers of the front door a confident rap with his powerful knuckles. There was no sound of footsteps emanating from within and so, Faraday impatiently rapped his flesh against the door. However, silence was the only reply to his insistence. He turned and for the first time the Inspector, showed the faint trace of bewilderment at what action to take next.
 
Isaac stepped to the front and gently tapped the door. It was not an attempt to rouse those that may be within the interior. It was more an acknowledgement to a barrier that must be removed. “Well, Kostya met his fate in his own home, and we must ensure that the same gruesome end hasn’t met Mrs. Holbrook. John, Tom, may I suggest that you place shoulder against the timber.” He stepped sideways to allow the two men to set about their task.
 
The door did not surrender its ground without valiant resistance. Shoulder and boot had to be applied to its surface frequently before it yielded to the onslaught. A pungent smell greeted the nostrils of each of the men as the fallen timbers allowed interior and exterior to become one. Isaac recognised the stench and knew that the household had been touched by death.
 
Tom, I want you to remain on the steps. It is important that you prevent any curious soul from attempting to gain access,” Isaac, tried to sound convincing. It was vital that no person was allowed to trample crime scene. However, the reason for asking Tom to carry out the task was that he had no wish for the young man to observe any possible horrors that lay within the rooms of Mrs. Holbrook’s household. Tom nodded, looking relieved not to have to enter the residence.
 
Isaac led the way. Faraday seemed less inclined to take the lead falling in behind the diminutive
Isaac, with John bringing up the rear. The first room was clearly used as a sitting room; it showed no signs of distress. It did, however, go some way to revealing the character of the owner of the house. The furniture was of a good quality and well maintained. There was no lavish decoration; everything was perfectly suited to the interior and had function. Isaac inwardly decided that he liked Mrs. Holbrook. He back his way out of the room and then continued down the hallway. All seemed perfectly normal apart from the deadly silence and the lingering stench. Then quite abruptly Isaac came to a stop, his eyes firmly fixed on one of the two doors that lay to his front. At an approximately head height in the centre of the door, a large splinter of timber jutted out like an accusatory finger. Isaac recognised it as a sign that some sort of firearm had been discharged.
 
“People are usually reluctant to practice with firearms in their homes.” Without waiting for a reply, Isaac pressed onwards. As he reached the door, he stretched out a hand and manipulated the splintered piece of timber. Almost immediately, a small object dropped from the door bounced once on the floor and then rolled. It finally came to a rest at the feet of Faraday. The Inspector crouched low and retrieved the item; he took a few moments to inspect his new find.
 
“Looks to be a lead shot; from either a musket or perhaps a duelling pistol,” he announced.
 
“The men we seek use neither,” Isaac replied. He applied pressure to the door handle and gently pushed. The door moved freely at first, but when it was no more than a quarter of the way open an unknown object blocked its progress. Reluctantly, he slipped the upper part of his body through the doorway to observe what prevented the door’s movement. He grimaced as he did so; he knew that if a killer still lurked within, then he would have no chance of avoiding certain death. His neck bent around the edge of the door, fearful of what he might come face to face with. After a moment, and without giving warning to the others, he slipped from view and the door closed. Faraday and John were left in a state of confusion. Both listened intently, and after a brief silence, shuffling could definitely be heard in the room beyond.
 
“Naismith,” Faraday called out but no reply was forthcoming. John pulled a Billy club from his pocket and pushed passed Faraday. He was about to charge headlong through the door when suddenly, it swung open. An ashen-faced Isaac stood before the two men.
 
“Are you injured?” John asked.
 
“Sorry?” Isaac replied, “Oh – no, I just had to move a body from the door. In truth, it was not an enjoyable task.” Isaac did not move to allow the two men entrance. He seemed to be deciding on the next course of action. “John, I want you to take Tom and inform Dr Fitzgerald of what has transpired. Track down William, tell him that I am investigating here. When I have finished, I shall meet him at Slaughter Yard.”
 
“Yes, Isaac, but...” John’s words failed him as he took a sideways glance at Faraday.
 
“I am sure that the Inspector and I can put our differences aside. There are more pressing matters that require our attention. John, remember vigilance at all times. Keep young Tom close.” John nodded his agreement and then turned on his heels.
 
For a moment, Isaac felt himself staring at Faraday who was staring back at him. An awkward silence descended. Finally, it was Isaac that spoke,
 
“Shall we start with the first body? I imagine that you have experience with the dead. I shall have need of your experience.” It was an olive branch that he hoped Faraday would accept.
 
The Inspector did not reply, but moved to the body and crouched low to enable a more detailed examination. He pulled at the corpse until it lay with its back to the floor. “Well it’s obvious that the musket ball passed through this unfortunate soul before striking the door. Looking at what remains of the face, I would estimate his is approximately thirty years of age. From what I can tell, the gunshot wound is the only injury that he suffered.”
 
“So, he was standing with his back to the door.” Isaac crouched down next to Faraday. “Do you see? The entry at the back of the head is far wider. As the ball travels through the body it either deforms or splits apart, the process causes tremendous damage as it leaves.”
 
“Agreed, and there are no signs of powder burns or residue on skin or clothing. He must have been shot from a number of feet away.” Faraday turned and surveyed the room. “The desk perhaps?”
 
Both men rose, and Isaac led the way to the desk. For the first time, he observed the second victim. As he moved in for a closer look, his right foot struck an item on the floor. He bent and retrieved the item. “Well the mystery of the weapon used to dispose of our friend over there, is at an end.” He placed an old duelling pistol on the desk.
 
Faraday closed on the desk and instantly paled at the sight of the second victim. “Is this normal? I have seen many things in the line of duty but this."
 
“It is normal for the men we hunt. This is why we have no room for egos in our task, Faraday. Too much rides on us finding those responsible.”
 
“I understand.” Faraday’s eyes left the victim. “It is barbaric.”
 
“This is what we face at each murder, it is the work of pure evil. Alas, there is little or no evidence and a distinct lack of witnesses. It is like working in a great fog that only allows the slightest glimpse of shadowy figures passing beyond our reach,” Isaac returned his gaze to the second victim. The elderly woman was positioned with her back on the desk. Her arms were outstretched, and the hands fixed to the desk’s surface with long iron nails. It was another crude illusion of crucifixion. The neck had been punctured, which had allowed the precious fluid within the victim’s body to flow freely from throat to desk and then to the floor. There were various other wounds, but Isaac had a feeling that this murder was different; it somehow felt rushed. He looked from the woman, who he believed to be Mrs. Holbrook, to the first victim and back again.
 
“What is it?” Faraday asked.
 
“It does not seem right. Usually, our killers show off their work. A great symbolic gesture, which dominates its environment. Kostya above the fireplace, Mr. Stand in the field were both an exhibition. The slaughter is designed to catch the eye. This seemed hurried or even a task to be performed rather than enjoyed.”
 
“The shooting perhaps?” Faraday suggested.
 
“Possibly, no doubt Dr Fitzgerald will provide us with more insight. For now, I suggest we search the household and leave the dead in her capable hands.”
 
∞∞∞
 
An hour later, the door to Mrs. Holbrook’s room was flung open. Dr Fitzgerald strode in and placed a large leather bag on one of the chairs.
 
“Really gentlemen, this is getting tedious. Perhaps you should attempt to catch these butchers.” For the first time, she looked at the two men. “Oh, who are you?”
 
“Inspector Faraday,” he held out a hand.
 
“So, they finally dispensed with that old miser, Abberline’s services,” she replied enthusiastically accepting the offer of a handshake.
 
“He has been moved to other duties - a promotion of sorts.”
 
“Pity – so what have we today?”
 
“Two dead, Dr Fitzgerald.” Isaac replied. He pointed the body closest to the door. “That one does not fit the usual pattern for the killers.”
 
Fitzgerald moved to the body but spent no more than five minutes examining its injuries. “Clearly, the gunshot wound is the cause of death. You do not need my services for murders like this. A two-year-old child could assess the damage.”
 
“It seems his pockets have been emptied, and we do not have an idea to his identity. However, this one,” he turned and gestured toward the desk, “we believe is Mrs. Holbrook.”
 
Fitzgerald moved in closer and observed the unfortunate Mrs. Holbrook. Her cheek displayed an emerging flush as if within a rage was building. She did not voice her anger and for ten minutes, she silently examined the elderly woman. Faraday and Isaac asked questions, but were not afforded any insights to the slaughter. Finally, as Fitzgerald straightened her back, she declared that both bodies would need to be transported to the workhouse for further examination.
 
“Can you not tell us anything?” Isaac asked, in an almost pleading tone.
 
“You will get a full report once I have had the opportunity for further examination,” she snapped. However, it seemed that when she observed the shock on Isaac’s face she added, “You are looking for the murderers of Mrs. Holbrook only.”
 
“Pardon?” Isaac replied with a look in the direction of the first body.
 
“Mrs. Holbrook is both victim and killer. Her hands and dress are covered in powder from discharging the pistol. It could be possible that a second person standing near could have discharged the weapon, however, if you look closely at her right hand, there is a small abrasion.  I believe this has taken place as the weapon was fired. Now if you excuse me, I shall arrange for the bodies to be removed.”
 
“Of course; thank you Dr Fitzgerald.” Isaac waited for the doctor to leave the room before turning to Faraday. “I think for us to carry out a more detailed examination of the room we will need to wait for the bodies to be removed. May I suggest that we make enquiries of the residents in the nearby homes.”
 
“That would be prudent. Besides, I am not certain that the good doctor wishes for our presence,”
 
“She did seem to take the death of Mrs. Holbrook personally, but that is not our concern. We must gather information with all haste.”
 




Chapter 18
As Isaac and Faraday stepped from Holbrook’s abode, a diminutive figure was ascending the steps. The young female, no more than twenty years of age, carried a package draped over one arm.
 
“Who are you?” The girl jumped at the harsh tone employed by Faraday.
 
“My name is Rebecca, sir,” she replied timidly, then added, “I work for Gamages.”
 
Hearing the reply, Isaac stepped forward in front of Faraday and leant closer to the young woman, his eyes focused on the package. “I was not aware that Gamages sold clothing.” He was keen to ensure his tone was not as abrasive as Faraday’s.
 
“They don’t sir, Mrs. Holbrook has been kind to me in the past. She helped me get my position at the store. I have skill with a needle and thread, and Mrs. Holbrook was loath to buy new when old can be mended.”
 
Isaac was struck by the girl’s beauty, especially the deep brown of her eyes. He was also impressed by her elegant use of language. It lacked the brashness that many Londoners possessed. “You knew the old woman?” he asked, and then immediately bit his lip, cursing the slip of the tongue.
 
“Knew – is she dead?”
 
“I am sorry.” Isaac placed a comforting hand at her shoulder, to which she visibly flinched. She began to sob and shake her head. He was about to question her, but she seemed to go limp and begin to fall. Fortunately, he acted with adequate speed to prevent serious injury. A few moments later, Isaac stood on the steps with Rebecca in his arms and bemused as to what to do next. He looked to Faraday for suggestions. Faraday pointed back to the interior of the late Mrs. Holbrook’s home.
 
∞∞∞
 
William, Jack and Gossup stepped into Blomfield Road, which played host to the home of Tobias Simms. William imagined it was the half way point for those on the rise or fall in society. He raised a hand, pulled the iron rod, and immediately he heard a bell sound in reply to his action. He listened intently. He could have sworn he heard approaching footsteps. The door opened timidly to reveal an elderly man dressed in an ill-fitting butler’s coat.
 
“Yes?”
 
“I am William Harkness, working with Scotland Yard. I have business with Tobias Simms.”
 
“Mr. Tobias Simms is not at home and therefore, unable to receive guests.” The Butler stepped backwards, and the door began to close.
 
William stepped forward preventing the closure. “It is a matter of great importance that I speak with your employer.”
 
“He is not home,” the Butler replied, appearing to become agitated.
 
“Then tell me where he is,” William replied, angrily.
 
“He is at his club and will not return for some time.”
 
“Which club?”
 
“White’s in St James,” the Butler replied reluctantly.
 
“The master of this house is a member of White’s?” William asked, the doubt etched upon his face.
 
“Mr. Simms is renowned for his grasp of the political nuances within London. His worth goes beyond mere wealth. Now if you would excuse me, I have duties.” The indignant Butler pressed the door forcing William to step backwards.
 
William remained looking at the door for a few moments, before finally turning to his friends. “Well, he was a charming fellow.”
 
“You seem to bring the best out in people,” Gossup smirked.
 
“It’s a gift. There is nothing for us here. Unfortunately, we must visit White’s, home to the most pompous bunch of popinjays in London.”
 
“Aren’t you a member of Whites?” Gossup asked the smirk still on his face.
 
“Gossup.”
 
“Yes, William?”
 
“Shut up.”
 
“Yes, William.”
 
∞∞∞
 
As the two men and the unconscious Rebecca entered the kitchen, Faraday immediately sought out water. Isaac lowered his passenger, who was stirring from her enforced slumber, in to a chair.
 
“You’ve had a shock. Try to remain calm.” He refused to let go until he knew that she was not going to topple from the chair.
 
“It is my fault,” she announced.
 
“I am sorry but how could you be responsible?” Isaac was sure that the slender framed female could not have had the strength to carry out the injuries inflicted on Mrs. Holbrook. The driving of the nails through her hands and into the desk would have needed brute strength.
 
“I am a Jew. Do you know what it is like for a Jew, living in this city as since the Ripper murders? Have you felt the eyes of suspicion watching your every move? It's made all the worse knowing that those who distrust you, once called you a friend." Rebecca’s face was suddenly filled with rage. “People of my faith were found guilty of the crimes despite the Ripper walking free.”
 
“That’s madness.”
 
“Mrs. Holbrook told me once that fear moulds people into slavering, unthinking beasts. They lose the ability to see reason. My people have been beaten, spat on, and called whores. Our only crime is to be Jewish and live within the city.”
 
“You have been mistreated. I cannot deny that you have been wronged, but why would that make you responsible for your friend’s death?”
 
“It is because of me that she decided to act.” Rebecca’s jaw tensed as though she was remembering a great horror. Isaac could tell she was struggling to bring herself to speak of the matter. “I have tried to hide my faith.” Her words were slow and no more than a whisper. “I go to my place of work and then return to my lodgings. I show no outward signs of being a Jew, but they know – they always know. Each day that I walk those streets I am despised. I am called whore, dollymop, and tart.” She paused to take a sip of water. “Then one day as I journeyed back from Gamages, two men grabbed me and threw me into an alley. I called out for help, but my screams were ignored, and some of the good citizens of London even laughed at my torment. They delighted in my misery and never raised a hand as the two men forced themselves on me. What husband will want me now? I am spoiled goods, fit for nought.” She closed her eyes as if trying to fight the images that ravaged her mind. “I have never felt pain like it. However, despite the pain and shame, I picked myself out of the dirt. I stumbled to this place and the caring arms of Mrs. Holbrook. She nursed me back to health and promised she would do all she could to bring an end to the hatred. So, you see, it was because of me; she placed herself in harm’s way.”
 
Isaac placed a comforting arm on Rebecca’s shoulder and felt her recoil at his touch. “I cannot take away the hurt that you feel, I can, however, continue your friend’s work and bring the killer to justice.” As he spoke Isaac realised that the investigation carried out by William had been flawed. This was no battle between secretive organisations. These were simply ordinary people trying to obtain justice in a game for which they were woefully outclassed and ill-prepared. “I need to know all of Mrs. Holbrook’s plans, who aided her and what she had learned.”
 
“I do not know such things. She told me that she had friends that would assist her. You need to talk to Alfred and Sam. If anyone knows they will.”
 
“Who are these men?”
 
“They help to run Mrs. Holbrook’s affairs, she is – ,” Rebecca paused for a minute, as if suddenly realising that she was using the wrong tense, “…was elderly.”
 
Isaac gave Rebecca a look of sympathy, knowing what it was like to be alone in the world. “These men, where can we find them?” As he spoke the main door to the household of the unfortunate Mrs Holbrook opened and Dr Fitzgerald entered, two men at her heels. They were clearly orderlies from the workhouse judging by their apparel. “Faraday, close the kitchen door, there’s a good fellow.” Isaac did not want Rebecca to see the body of her friend being carried away. “I am sorry, Rebecca, you were telling me where to find these men.”
 
“Sam has been with his family. His wife had a difficult birth and needed him close.”
 
“And Alfred?”
 
“He lives here so I do not understand why he is not present.”
 
“What does he look like?” Faraday asked. He had a feeling that the second body was Alfred.
 
“No taller than me, very little meat on his bones. In truth, I didn’t care for the man, but he should be here.”
 
“He may well be,” Isaac announced. “There is a second body.”
 
“He was killed too?”
 
“Yes, but his death seems to have come at the hands of Mrs. Holbrook.”
 
“Then he must have turned traitor and led the killers to her door.” Her face showed her disgust.
 
“Perhaps he was not the only one,” suggested Faraday. “A new family can be expensive.”
 
“Do you mean Sam? He was devoted to Mrs. Holbrook. He would rather die, than do her harm.” Her conviction in Sam’s innocent was compelling but Isaac knew he would still need to speak to the man.
 
“What is his surname?” Before Rebecca could raise an objection in defence of Sam, Isaac added, “Questions must be asked, and he may provide valuable information in tracking down the killers.”
 
“I do not know his surname, but I know where he lives.”
 
“Would you be willing to take me there?” She paused before nodding her agreement, as if she were reluctant to. Isaac turned to Faraday. Adding, “I will escort Rebecca, if you would be so kind as to continue to make enquiries with the locals. Oh, would you mind arranging for a constable or two to be stationed outside these premises. It would not do to have the crime scene disturbed.” Isaac tried to be as circumspect as he could, not wishing to sound too dictatorial to the new inspector.
 
“I thought we were to avoid working alone.”
 
“You will be working with your men, and I shall meet with this man and return immediately to Slaughter Yard. If you cease your investigation by 10pm, then join me at the yard.”
 
“Very well,” Faraday replied, and Isaac noted the unconvinced look on his face.
 
∞∞∞
 
White’s Gentleman club was famous, or at least infamous, throughout the social elite of the Empire. It’s true that powerful and serious men stalked its corridors, but it had also accumulated an impressive reputation where vast fortunes were won and lost by its members as they enjoyed their favourite past time, gambling. Bets were made on the usual sporting events, but rumours persisted that sometimes wagers would be placed against the outcomes of trade disputes, elections, and even foreign wars. The club had been in existence since the mid-17th century and in that time many distinguished members had graced its rooms. Royalty and high-ranking politicians from around the globe were commonplace.  Although the original building no longer existed, the home of the club had been in St James Street for many years. Sir Simeon Harkness was a member, but he preferred to conduct business away from London. William had been made a member by his father on his 18th birthday. His father had hoped that immersing him in the influential halls of London, amongst those that courted power would convince William to form an interest in the world. He couldn’t have been more wrong, William loathed the club and all that it arrogantly represented.
 
William now found himself looking up at the impressive building. It’s almost pure white Portland stone seemed impervious to the grime that affected much of the city. Its columns, which were mere carved representations, suggested that the club would stand proud and accompany the Empire through centuries.
 
“Should we wait here, William?” Jack asked.
 
“You will both stay at my side. If I am to enter the gates of hell, I would rather have company.” He walked towards the main door and after stopping briefly and shaking his head, he stepped across the threshold.  Once inside, a man immediately approached them. He wore a tunic and an expression that suggested he had just smelt the stench of a dead cat.”
 
“May I enquire if you gentlemen are guests?” The man’s eyebrow rose, giving the impression of mocking his own question.
 
“We are with Scotland Yard. We need to speak to one of your members.” William’s confident tone was enough to suggest that it would be unwise to ignore the order.
 
“If you are not a member or in possession of an invitation, then I cannot allow you entrance.”
 
“Oh, I do not want to come in, good sir, you are going to fetch Tobias Simms for me,” William ordered, using his military tone to good effect. He was beginning to lose his patience.
 
“I would ask you to leave, sirs. Our members are not summoned by the likes of you.” Two men appeared from a side door, blocking the remainder of the corridor from view. He imagined that, had they had been covered in hair, they would pass quite adequately as particularly large bears. However, William was not in the mood to be dismissed and in the briefest of moments, the cold metal barrels of his pepperbox barrels were resting against the man’s forehead.
 
“Now, do you call for Tobias Simms or does Whites become a little less white.” The two goliaths stopped in their tracks. William pondered the thought that this was a new experience for them, that someone should challenge them.
 
“William, my dear boy - how are you?” A familiar face squeezed past the two shaved bears.
 
“Gilbert, I am positively buoyant. I am just discussing the guest list with my friend here.” William felt he was going to enjoy this latest development. Gilbert Henry Heathcote-Drummond-Willoughby or as society knew him, the Earl of Ancastor was an old family friend.
 
“Ah, you were always one for passionate discussion.” Gilbert raised a finger and gently pushed the barrels of the pepperbox, away to face the wall. “Perhaps, I can be of assistance.”
 
“I need to speak to Tobias Simms. It is a rather important matter.”
 
“Ah Tobias, I know him well, but you won’t find him here, William. He hasn’t visited this place in over a year.
 
William realised that he had been fooled. He put the pepperbox away and thanked Gilbert for his assistance. Keeping his fury under control, he managed a few pleasantries with his old friend. After finally excusing himself, William stepped out into the street and cursed. It was at the point he realised that he had already met Tobias Simms. He remembered the butler’s ill-fitting jacket and how the man wearing it was so keen to see William, and his men leave his property. He cursed again and stormed up the street leaving both Jack and Gossup a little confused.
 
∞∞∞
 
The house was small, but Isaac knew that compared to the squalor much of London’s populace endured, this was relatively luxurious. Rebecca rapped her alabaster knuckles against the door, as she did so, she turned to Isaac and whispered, “This is Sam’s place. He lives here with his wife and young son. He could not afford to do so, without Mrs. Holbrook’s helping hand. Would a man shown such generosity betray her?”
 
“I am not here to accuse anyone, Rebecca. Tell me, was Alfred shown the same generosity?”
 
“Alfred was not an easy man to like. Besides, his time in Mrs. Holbrook’s employ was relatively short. I don’t think he ever understood her willingness to help the less fortunate.” Isaac was about to reply, when the door opened.
 
“Rebecca, what are you doing here?” The large, muscular man filled the doorway. His skin was pale, and the obvious signs of sleep deprivation were clear for all to see. Isaac recalled that Rebecca had mentioned him being a new father.
 
“Don’t be rude, Sam,” a voice echoed from within, “ask Rebecca in.”
 
“Sorry,” Sam grumbled, and managed a small smile as he wiped the tiredness from his eyes. He stood aside and motioned for Rebecca and Isaac to enter.
 
The room was functional, but lacked finery. Here and there, attempts had been made to add colour and a homely feel. A vase with freshly picked flowers stood out in stark contrast in the sombre interior.
 
“What is wrong, Rebecca?” A woman asked, she cradled a young child in her arms.
 
“Oh Mary, It’s ...“Rebecca began to sob as she struggled to deliver the sorrowful news.
 
“If I may? My name is Isaac Naismith. I support Scotland Yard with certain investigations. I am sorry to inform you that Mrs. Holbrook has been murdered.” His words crashed through the room like a sledge hammer, smashing rock. Sam was a giant of a man with powerful limbs to match. However, he suddenly seemed unable to support his own weight. He grasped a chair and promptly slumped his considerable bulk onto its slender frame. The timbers of the furniture creaked beneath the onslaught.
 
“I told her. I bloody-well told her,” Sam said, showing signs of anger and sadness. He raised his large hands and brushed the tears from his eyes.
 
“What do you mean?”
 
“What happened to Rebecca was a terrible thing.” He reached over and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, “But I told Mrs. Holbrook it was too dangerous. If the entire police force could not bring the Ripper to justice, then perhaps powerful people were protecting him. However, her mind was set, and there was no turning her from what she believed in.”
 
“I need to know all that Mrs. Holbrook knew.” Isaac pressed.
 
“I know very little. I offered my help, but she told me that a man with a young family had no business getting involved in the sordid world of murder.”
 
“You must know something.”
 
Sam closed his eyes as if trying to remember the slightest of details. “When Rebecca was mending from her injuries, Alfred and I were sent to deliver messages in sealed envelopes, which we were given instruction not to open. I delivered envelopes to Mr. Stand who was one of Mrs. Holbrook’s closest friends. I also delivered a message to a Mr Kos – Kyst...” Sam struggled to pronounce the name.
 
“Vladimir Kostya?” Isaac suggested.
 
“Yes, Alfred was responsible for the other messages.”
 
“Kostya, Stand and Alfred are all dead.”
 
“Alfred betrayed her,” announced Rebecca, angrily, causing the baby to stir. “Oh, I am sorry.”
 
“Nonsense,” replied Mary. “You have a right to be angry. I never liked Alfred, he was a sniffling worm of a man.”
 
“I wish I had his bony little neck in my hands,” Sam announced and cracked his knuckles as if to emphasise the point.”
 
“If his deceit is as we believe, then he deserved his fate. Sam, we found documents at Mr. Stand’s home. They seemed to give details of names, some were of people you have mentioned, but also there was an entry for the payment of significant funds. However, it made no mention to whom the funds were paid or for what service.
 
“Alfred was sent upon an errand to recruit a Mr. Ruth, a retired officer in the army and friend of the late Mr. Holbrook. As I understand it, the gentlemen took a fall down his own stairs less than three weeks into his agreeing to help, broke his neck. Mrs. Holbrook then used the funds to entice a younger man to act as detective… I never knew his name. I only know this much because Alfred had been outraged at the cost of what he believed to be folly. He was a man ruled by the glint of a few coins; little or nothing else mattered to him.” Mary suddenly gasped.
 
“Oh, Sam what will happen to us now? We cannot afford the rent on our home.”
 
“Calm yourself Mary. I doubt that Mrs. Holbrook has not left provision for us in her will. She cared for us in life, I am sure she will do the same in death. Besides, have I ever failed to put food on the table?”
 
Despite Sam’s defiant attitude to what the future may hold, Isaac could see the flicker of concern on his face. “I am not without contacts; if you permit me, I could enquire about Mrs. Holbrook’s will, and perhaps speed the process a little. I cannot promise as to its contents; however, the sooner you know, the sooner you can plan for the future.”
 
“I would be much obliged, Mr Naismith,” Sam replied.
 
“Now, I must take my leave, the day is marching on and I still have a multitude of tasks to complete. I am truly sorry to have brought such grave news to your door, especially, as this should be a time of rejoicing with the little one arriving.” Isaac smiled at the young child in Mary’s arms.
 
“His name is William, and at least he will bring joy to this night,” Mary replied.
 
“A fine name. May he grow to match the strength of his father and the gentility of his mother.” He paused for a moment and watched the tiny child sleeping, oblivious to the cruelty of the world just beyond the door to the small residence. “Rebecca, may I escort you back to your lodgings?”
 
“No need, Rebecca, you will stay with us this night. You shouldn’t be alone besides, I am sure you would like the chance to spend time with William.”
 
“Oh, thank you Mary.”
 
“Is there anything I can do, Mr. Naismith? I would like to lay my hands on the bastards.”
 
Isaac looked at Sam. The man possessed tremendous power and was not by any means lacking intelligence. However, he then glanced around the room; he spied the loving wife as she cared for a young child.
 
“No. Look to your family, Sam. Besides, I doubt Mrs. Holbrook would rest easy if I placed you in harm’s way. Nevertheless, I would speak with you briefly, if you could walk me out.”
 
The two men rose, and Isaac said his farewells. Stepping into the street he waited for Sam to close the door.
 
“Listen, I am certain that Rebecca is in no danger. However, this investigation has thrown up many surprises, and it does not bode well to be over confident. We are stretched for man power, and so I would like to accept your offer of help.”
 
“Of course.”
 
“I simply require you to become Rebecca’s shadow and ensure her safety. You will of course receive payment.”
 
“I don’t need payment.”
 
“You will accept payment, or I shall instruct a constable in the task.” Isaac lied, he had no authority to instruct an officer of the law. Sam was shocked by the sudden stern tone but reluctantly agreed with the proposal. Isaac took out a substantial amount of money and forced it into the bigger man’s hand.
 
“That is too much.”
 
“Really, what price do you put on a person’s life? I shall ensure you have more if needed. Now, I must be on my way. He turned to leave but was halted in his progress as Sam clasped him by the shoulder.
 
“Mr. Naismith, thank you,” blushing as he spoke.
 
Isaac smiled and gave a respectful nod; he had not known Sam long but knew he was a proud man, and his words of gratitude were sincere.
 




Chapter 19
William and his men once again approached the front door of Tobias Simm’s home. He rapped his calloused knuckles heavily against its timbers. He could have used the black iron knocker with its ornate carved lion head but he was annoyed, and felt the urge to lash out. Footsteps could be heard approaching, but he hammered on the door once again just to quench his thirst for violence. The door swung open, and to the former officer’s surprise, a much younger man stood to his front. William quickly recovered, his annoyance returning.
 
“Where is he?” William demanded.
 
“How dare you...” The young man was not permitted to finish voicing his outrage.
 
“Be quiet! We are trying to save his life.”
 
“How is my father supposed to know whether you are friend or foe?”
 
“The killers hunting your father do not knock on the bloody front door. They creep in the dead of night and slit your throat before you know they exist. Then they take their blades and cut you to pieces - even your own mother wouldn’t recognise the body.” He used harsh words to impress on the young man the severity of his father’s situation. The son of Tobias Simm paled, and the concern he had for his father was plain for all to see.
 
“He is not here,” he replied meekly.
 
“Then, where is he?”
 
“At his factory.”
 
“Where?” William snapped.
 
The man took a card from his jacket pocket and offered it to William. “He left after your last visit,”
 
“If this is another falsehood, I will kill the old bastard myself.” William snatched the card and turned on his heels.
 
∞∞∞
 
The daylight was now in full-blown retreat from the advancing dark. William stepped from the carriage and felt the cobbles of Upper Thames Street beneath his feet. As he and his companions proceeded on their journey, they passed an array of London’s populace. The time of the day suggested many had finished their back-breaking work for the day. Tired and weary faces barely acknowledged William and his men. The workers required food and rest before rising before the sun to begin another day.
 
William’s small group had travelled about one hundred paces when Jack pointed to a building across the street. ‘Simm’s Linen’ was a great bulk of a building. It dwarfed the majority of the neighbouring properties. However, even in the dim light it was plain to see that the business had fallen on hard times. William was not surprised, most linen productions had moved from these shores to Ireland. Labour costs were far cheaper across the Irish Sea. The outside of the factory showed signs of wear and tear. It was strange that the building should sum up a feeling of loneliness. One part of the frontage, however, looked in pristine condition. A sign recently attached to the building, which declared that the Simm’s Linen had ceased trading.
 
William could not help wondering why Tobias Simm was visiting a closed factory so late at night; a factory that showed no outward sign of life. He moved toward the entrance and without knocking to declare his arrival, he lifted the latch of the door. Beyond the door a narrow corridor stretched into the darkness. In the distance, the familiar flickering of a candle or lamp lit the shape of another doorway. William went in, sensing the others behind him. He turned around and put a finger to his lips to indicate that silence was needed. He proceeded with caution, quietly approaching the spectral light. Drawing closer, it became apparent that it emanated from a tiny office that lay just before the far doorway. William carefully peered through a small partition. There, seated on a chair, was what William assumed to be the night watchman. The light danced across the watchman’s features to reveal a man of considerable advancing years, and the fact that he seemed to be fast asleep. William gave a polite cough, but the watchman did not stir.
 
“Gossup, you can fit through this hatchway, over you go.”
 
“William, I am no young buck anymore. I’m past the days of climbing through the windows.” Despite his words of protest, Gossup was already clambering from the corridor into the small watchman’s office. After a great deal of scrabbling and at one point losing his footing, Gossup managed to stand upright. William watched as Gossup shook the old man.
 
“Is he dead?” William asked. In response Gossup placed a hand next to the old man’s lips.
 
“No, he is breathing.” Gossup’s foot collided with an object on the floor. He disappeared from William’s view as he bent low and retrieved the item. “A tankard and by the looks of it, the majority has been spilled on the floor.”
 
“The he could have been poisoned - a sleeping draught perhaps?” Jack suggested. Gossup dropped the tankard and wiped his hands on his trousers.
 
“We may already be too late - come on, Goss.”
 
“I will use the door if you don’t mind.”Gossup disappeared through a door not visible through the hatchway. Moments later, he reappeared a few yards down the corridor.
 
William moved past Gossup, leading the way into the inner depths of the factory. The Simm’s Linen Company was mainly shrouded in darkness but here and there, a small lamp gave patches of light. William assumed that this was to light the watchman’s path as he carried out his patrols of the factory. Gossup was about to speak, when William held up a hand.
 
“Listen.” William closed his eyes to focus all his attention on the sounds emanating from the distant shadows. Hidden within the darkness a noise sounded. It resembled the sound of a heavy sack being dragged across the floor. William opened his eyes and moved forward with more determination. They needed to quicken the pace, but still remain as silent as possible, not an easy task with the fragments scattering the disused factory floor. Apart from the numerous items of debris, there were various machines resembling medieval torture apparatus standing ready to snatch at an ill-placed limb. With the lack of light, it was perhaps only a matter of time before a collision took place. William heard a slight thump and then Jack whisper a plethora of swear words. William pressed on, adding his own curses to the overwhelming darkness.
 
Twenty paces further, two figures could be seen dragging a third, emerging into a patch of lamp light. William stopped in his tracks. The body being dragged, which had been the source of the noise as it had been dragged along, gave a shake of its head. Then, William realised its eyes were open and he recognised it to be Simms. The forlorn figure’s desperation was etched into his sorrowful stare. William wanted to tell the prisoner not to make a sound, but before he could give the man a warning, he let out a plea.
 
“Help me please,” he beseeched.
 
The two men who held Tobias Simms stopped, turned, and then stared at William and his comrades. For just a moment the world stopped; no clock sounded the tick of passing time.  Even the lamplight held the flicker of its flame in perfect stillness. Then high in the rafters a bird flapped its wings. Time accelerated, and the insular world of the factory descended headlong into chaos.
 
One of the men drew a curved blade. William stepped forward and called out for him to stop, but was powerless to prevent the blade seeking out flesh. Tobias Simms groaned as the knife entered his side, then his body lost its rigidity.
 
“Bastard!” screamed William and then charged forward. The two men dropped their victim to the floor and fled.  “Gossup, stay with Simms. Come on Jack - by God they aren’t going to get away.”
 
The killers mounted a flight of stairs with William and Jack in close pursuit. Taking two steps at a time soon made William’s old thigh wound yell its discomfort. Just above him the two men were now racing along a long but narrow gangway.  It stretched towards the far wall before making a sharp right turn. However, at the point it came closest to the perimeter wall of the factory a huge grime covered window allowed limited moonlight to dance across the gangway. The first of the killers skidded around the corner almost losing his footing and any chance of escape. The hand rail came to his salvation. A moment later, he was once again racing at full speed across the narrow gangway. The second would-be assassin made no attempt to stay on the gangway, in one movement, he leapt through the window using the hand rail as extra leverage to propel him forward.  Wood splintered and glass shattered as the figure smashed through the feeble barrier. William watched as the figure disappeared from view.
 
“He’s mine,” Jack called out. William nodded although he knew that Jack was unlikely to see the gesture. However, he could not wait to ensure understanding as he skidded around the sharp right turn and then headed off in pursuit of his quarry.
 
Jack came to an abrupt stop at the rail in front of the window. He kicked out, knocking a number of jagged pieces of glass into the street below. He then clambered over the gangway rail and carefully lowered himself into the street below. It was virtually empty. In the distance, a figure was running. Jack could tell by the way it favoured its right leg that his prey had sustained an injury as it leapt recklessly through the window.  Jack burst into a run; he had an opportunity to bring the man to justice, and he wasn’t going to let him get away if he could help it.
 
∞∞∞
 
Within the factory, William could hear the footsteps of the man he pursued. Every now and then, he would catch a glimpse of the man as the flickering lamplight outlined his frame. William estimated they had travelled half the length of the factory, when the sound of the echoing footsteps changed in tone. The killer was obviously descending another stairwell. William tried to increase his speed but felt a burning pain in his thigh. He knew if he allowed his prey to reach the open streets of the city then a successful capture was remote. William reached the stairwell and didn’t hesitate as he descended. He cleared the steps and continued towards the front of the factory. Suddenly, he became aware that he could only hear one set of footsteps, his own. Either the killer had decided to rest, or lay in wait for his pursuer. William slowed to a cautious walk. He reached inside the breast of his jacket. As he was about to grasp the comforting pepperbox pistol, he sensed movement to his side. He threw himself instinctively to one side just as a figure rushed from the darkness. William felt a tug at his clothing; it was as if the point of a knife had snagged on his jacket’s fabric. He spun around, his pistol freed from its constraints. The killer, however, once more slipped into the shadows.
 
William cursed; he hated this kind of battle. He would prefer a multitude of enemy, as long as they were in front of him, and within plain sight. He continued on his anxious journey, weaving his way through the factory machinery. Twenty paces away one of the lamps picked out the image of three large crates.  One crate rested on top the other two, its weight distributed equally amongst its supporting containers. William decided that, with his back to the crates, he would afford himself a little protection and a moment’s rest.
 
Taking a moment to check the pepperbox was actually loaded, he could see his hands were shaking. The pistol, of course, was loaded, as he knew it would be, but danger often made the mind second guess certainties. He searched the darkness for any movement and listened intently for a misplaced step.
 
William was suddenly aware of how loud his breathing was in comparison to the deadly silence of the factory. He took a deeper breath and then prevented the exhale, listening. The briefest confusion was replaced by a realisation that he was not the only one breathing hard. William dived forward, hoping to catch the killer unaware. He turned in mid-air and at the same time brought the deadly pepperbox to bear. He heard the growl of the killer and saw a dark figure hurtling down toward him from the top of the crates. The pepperbox belched its fury; as all four barrels exploded in fire and smoke. Blinded by the glare of his weapon, William knew he could not fight his attacker. The weight of the attacker crashed into him sending him sprawling to the floor, the killer’s heavy frame landed on top of him. William felt panic as he prepared to fight an enemy he could not see but soon noticed that his foe was unmoving.
 
William, struggled, but managed to heave the body from him and as he did so, he cried out in pain. “Shite!” For the first, time felt a searing pain in his shoulder. The killer had obviously struck out as he dived. As William tried to move, he heard the rattle of a blade as it clanked on the solid factory floor.  He made to stand, but the pain was immense, and he decided to remain still. He suddenly felt exhausted. Damn, but I am too old for this, he thought. The chase had highlighted that his body had suffered too much in recent years.  Firearms, fists, and blades had all left their mark on both body and mind.
 
He remained still for at least ten minutes before a flickering light shone in the distance, and then crept closer.
 
“William,” a voice cried out.
 
“Over here, Goss.” In response to William’s reply, the lamplight danced with more vigour as it drew closer.
 
“Are you injured?” The concerned face of Gossup swam into view.
 
“Nothing to be concerned about - how is Tobias Simms?”
 
“Dead. I tried to stop the bleeding, but they stuck him good. I expect as he sits in the next world regretting the merry dance, he led us on.”
 
“And Jack?”
 
“Haven’t seen him.” Gossup raised the lamp to observe the killer. “Bloody hell, remind me never to step in front of that pepperbox. I doubt we will learn his identity.”
 
For the first-time, William turned to look at the man he had pursued. Pulp, sinew, and broken skull replaced where his face had once been. “I think I would like to move now.”
 
∞∞∞
 
Jack had thrown caution to the wind. He knew the assassin would be armed with a blade, but he also was aware of his injury. Jack would back his talent with his fist against any injured opponent. The distance between the two men had decreased by half. As Jack turned on to Blackfriars Bridge, he was certain he would catch the man before he reached the far side. Then, quite abruptly, the man
stopped. With his back to the bridge’s barrier, he turned to look at Jack. The killer looked in both directions as if deciding which direction to run. Jack slowed his progress wondering what the killer had in mind. Then the reason became apparent, as two constables came into view. Jack smiled. The man he hunted was trapped. The constables may have been unaware of what had happened, but all he had to do was raise his voice. However, Jack’s smile ended as the killer climbed the stone barrier and leapt into the murky depths of the Thames.
 
Jack burst into a sprint. He glanced over the side of the bridge and was only partly aware that the constables had also raced toward the scene. Each of them grasped Jack by an arm.
 
“What the hell? Get off.”
 
“He looked like he was trying to get away from you. Owe you tin, did he?”
 
“He’s a bloody killer. I work with William Harkness.” Jack struggled. He was desperate to search the waters of the Thames.
 
“Never heard of him,” one of the constables replied.
 
“Frederick Abberline – I work with Frederick Abberline. The man who went over the side just committed murder at Simms Linen factory, and I was trying to prevent his escape.” The arms which had held him tight seemed to relax, and Jack broke free.  Once again, he looked to the dark waters of the Thames. The killer was unlikely to survive the fall. Jack turned and without attempting to hide his annoyance, said, “You fellows need to accompany me to meet Mr Harkness. You may be of some use after all.”
 




Chapter 20
William decided to return to Slaughter Yard. It was difficult to see their mission as anything other than a complete failure. The constables were left to secure the factory, send word to Tobias Simms’ family, and arrange for the body to be collected by Dr Fitzgerald. William was in no mood to face the scalpel-like tongue that she so often used with great skill to dissect his attempts at catching the Ripper. They decided to walk the relatively short distance back to the Yard. William needed to understand what had transpired that night. His body ached, and the cut to his shoulder needed attention, but his roots were in the British infantry and walking helped clear the mist from his mind.
 
“Did Simms say anything, Goss?”
 
“Mostly, he mumbled about his family… he knew he was dying. Just before the end he did repeat the name ‘Smith’ three or four times.”
 
“Smith?” William was remembering the powerfully built reporter who dressed like a dandy. The newspaper man had dogged William’s footsteps. He had appeared at a murder, his home, and as he walked the street. William took an instant dislike to the man’s arrogance. He could not help feeling a little excited about the prospect of asking the reporter a few pressing questions.
 
“You think it’s that newspaper man. There are a lot of people called Smith, William,” Jack pointed out. “Perhaps it is not even a person, but a trade. Hell, William it could be his pet dog.”
 
“You could be right Jack. I try not to second guess anything regarding this city. However, I must admit, my guts tell me the prancing peacock is involved. I do not know how, but he is involved in this mess up to his bloody neck. We need to find him and persuade him to talk.”
 
“I’ve seen you determined to get answers in the Afghan,” Gossup interrupted. “I almost pity the poor bastard.” He crossed himself to add weight to his words.
 
“That is something I would like to see,” Jack added, a devilish-like smile on his face.
 
“Oh, I am like a fumbling infant compared to the skill your brother possessed, Jack. The man could have gotten the angels to admit to carrying out the devil’s work.”
 
“Really?” Jack looked amazed. “I could not imagine that the brother I knew being anything more than a blunt instrument. I remember a man who was both honest and hardworking, but in truth, he was also a little dull.”
 
“Do you remember Faqir?” Gossup asked and then let out a great belly laugh. William joined in the laughter. Jack could not help smiling at his friends’ obvious amusement.
 
“What is it?” he asked.
 
“You tell him, William.”
 
William began to speak, trying his best to keep the sniggering at bay. “Six months before the battle of Maiwand our regiment was stationed just outside a small Afghan village called Mamud. Our armoury was raided, and a couple of the guards were injured. Around sixty rifles were stolen, but we did manage to capture two of the raiders in the attack. It did not take much persuasion for them to give up their leader, a man named Faqir. Usually, we would have just kicked in his door and used certain methods to ensure the rifles were returned. Faqir, however, posed us with a problem. He was the son of an influential chieftain and one of the few that supported our forces. I took your brother along with me to call on the chieftain. Understandably, he was horrified at his son’s actions but not surprised. Faqir had been a thorn in his father’s side for some time. The chieftain wanted to help us retrieve the weapons, but did not want his son harmed. Your brother suggested that there was another way, without the use of violence, but it would need the chieftain’s cooperation.
 
So that night we staged a raid. Faqir was dragged from his bed half asleep and naked. As we escorted him from the family home we made sure he saw the household’s guards slumped on the floor; their throats cut from ear to ear.” Seeing Jack’s shock, William felt the need to explain. “It was all a ruse, men loyal to the chieftain and a little sheep’s blood. It would not have passed close inspection, but to a man half asleep and terrified, it worked like a charm. Anyway, we get Faqir back to our compound and tie his arms to a beam above his head. I asked him where the weapons had been hidden and to his credit, he was not so easily scared. After he had run out of the many creative insults he shouted at me, I simply smiled, and called for the butcher.
 
In walks your brother dressed in an orderly's white coat, which we had adorned with a little extra blood. Your brother did not even look at the prisoner, he simply moved a chair so that he was positioned just a few inches from Faqir’s cock. He slowly reached up and pulled a knife from one pocket and a six-inch part of a branch from another pocket. Then as calm as you like, again without looking at the prisoner, he says ‘I will ask five questions; there will not be a sixth. He holds the branch up next to Faqir’s cock, and simply says, where are the weapons? Faqir a little less assured still shouted abuse. Your brother takes his knife and peels a slither from the branch. He asked the same question and received the same reply. The questions continued, and the answers became less abusive and poor Faqir was sweating more and more as each slither dropped to the floor. Your brother is about to ask the fifth question when he places the branch onto the floor and actually grabs Faqir’s cock. He places the knife at the base and asks where the rifles were being hidden.”
 
“Good God.” Jack couldn’t believe his brother could do something so devious.
 
“The rifles were recovered before the night was at an end,” William laughed.
 
“And Faqir?”
 
“He was a lot less trouble for his father. More importantly, the stolen rifles were not used to kill our men.”
 
As William stopped speaking the three men were just entering the street which was home to Slaughter Yard. A call from behind made each of them turn and witness John and Tom hurrying to be at their side.
 
“What is it?” William asked.
 
“Isaac asked us to tell you that Mrs. Holbrook was dead. He intended to investigate with Inspector Faraday and then meet you – well meet you back here. Sorry, William, we have been searching for you for most of the day.”
 
“Not your fault, John, we have been led on a merry dance this day. Come on let’s see what news Isaac has for us.”
 
∞∞∞
 
As the five men entered the courtyard of Slaughter Yard, they were met with a vision of utter chaos. At least six constables were milling here and there, and a large wagon stood, containing the unmistakable shapes of two figures covered by a cloth. William feared his promise to Alfie had been broken. He entered the interior of Slaughter Yard and ignored Isaac and Faraday as they attempted to engage him in conversation. He continued through the building until he came to the closed door which barred entrance to Alfie’s room. Stopping abruptly at the barrier he took in an anxiety-filled breath. He feared what vision lay beyond the door. He knew that the killers were devoid of compassion. Robbing a child of his life would not cause them the slightest hesitation or remorse. His hand rose slowly and grasped the handle. As he exhaled, he applied the pressure that forced the door to open.
 
The room appeared almost identical to what he had experienced on his last visit. The only difference was the absence of Alfie. He took in every aspect, each minuscule detail, in the search for a clue on Alfie’s fate. There was no blood splatter or broken furniture. The book the young man had been reading lay on the bed as if he’d simply left the room.
 
He crossed to the window and noticed that the shutter bolt had been left in the open position. He wondered if Alfie had heard the killers enter Slaughter Yard and took his chance to escape through the window. Alternatively, perhaps they had caught him before he could make his escape, either in the room or the street beyond. Had he been taken captive or his life brutally brought to an end? William suddenly felt rage. If Gossup had been allowed to carry out the boy’s protection, then he would still be safe. Fury was taking its hold of his mind and body, and he had no intention of allowing that pure animal-like anger to subside.
 
∞∞∞
 
Out in the courtyard, the constables stood with Isaac and Faraday, discussing what had happened. The younger constables were physically shaken by the loss of their comrades, and were expressing their grief and shock.
 
William’s eyes locked on the new inspector as he charged into the yard like an enraged bull elephant “Faraday!” he screamed. William’s fists were clenched, and he felt the heat of rage burning in his face.
 
“Oh shit,” announced Gossup as William headed straight toward them. William was aware that Gossup had pulled Tom from his path just in time to avoid a collision.
 
William saw at least four of the constables move to intercept him. The first constable was spun around on his feet as William’s fist connected with the man’s jaw. A second was lifted from the ground as William’s well-aimed boot caught him in the groin. But the last two men worked together to overcome William and succeeded in slowing his headlong charge towards Faraday.
 
“I told you, but would you listen? You arrogant bastard!” William screamed at Faraday.
 
“William, I did what I thought was right.”
 
“The boy would have been safe with my men.”
 
Faraday, clearly annoyed that William had discounted his men’s sacrifice pointed to the dead constables. “They died trying to protect the boy.”
 
“Then they should have been better at their task. Did they fall asleep?”
 
“You bastard.” The Inspector removed his jacket and then called to his men to release William. Their faces showed that they were only too happy to do so. William charged forward as soon as their restraining arms released him. Caution was swept aside by unchecked fury. However, such anger is rarely an advantage in battle as he rushed headlong into a strong right-handed jab from Faraday. It was not enough to send William crashing to the floor, but did bring his charge to an abrupt end. The blow, however, did little to calm William’s rage. He aimed a wild and poorly timed punch at Faraday. The Inspector simply danced away from danger and then countered with two blows of his own, the second of which sent William off-balance and he went sprawling across the floor. Some of the constables laughed at William, but Gossup was clearly not amused.
 
“The next one of you peelers who so much as smirks, I will gut like a fish.” Gossup’s curved blade was waved in their directions as a clear threat.
 
Jack took the opportunity to go to William’s side. His friend knelt down at his side and then pulled him close to whisper in his ear. “Listen to me. If you must fight, you do so to win. Stop trying to get your bloody head knocked off. You are embarrassing the lads.”
 
He allowed Jack to help him to his feet, and then slowly removed his jacket. The red waistcoat, made from his old 66th dress uniform, was in strange contrast to the dreary surroundings of the Yard. However, it served as a reminder of the discipline required in battle. There was no further mindless charging in; William had calmed his wild rage to a seething anger. He began to move in a more controlled manner, carefully picking his opportunities to inflict damage on Faraday. It was not long before the Inspector was showing signs of discomfort as his opponent now moved with an intelligent speed.  Faraday was powerfully built but he did not possess William’s skill or speed. As he tired, the blows struck with devastating frequency. William scored hit after hit with consummate ease. Then just as it seemed Faraday would fall, William stopped and walked back to his jacket.
 
“I am not beaten yet.” The Inspector spat a mixture of blood and spittle onto the courtyard floor.
 
“Yes, you are,” William replied. “You deserved a beating for your arrogance, but the broken promise is mine. I should not try to lessen my guilt by inflicting further pain on you.” As William pulled on his jacket, he realised that the cut to his shoulder was yet to be treated. The rage he had felt had camouflaged the throbbing pain emitted from the sliced flesh. He walked back towards the Inspector and held out his hand. “For my part, our disagreement is at an end.”
 
“You are a strange man, William Harkness.”
 
“You don’t know the half of it.”
 
Faraday smiled, the grin revealed a mouth stained with blood, and the gap where a tooth had stood less than twenty minutes earlier. Despite his beating, he grasped William’s hand and gave it an enthusiastic shake. Both men winced as bruised ribs and aching muscles felt the sudden movement.
 
“Isaac, is there anything you have learnt today that will not wait until the morning?” William asked.
 
“No,” he replied. Isaac was clearly shocked by the violence that had erupted in the courtyard.
 
“Then I have need of my home. You will join me for breakfast gentlemen. Good night.” He did not wait for a reply, but strode from the courtyard and beyond the Yard’s gates. Within a few minutes, he had hailed a carriage and hauled his aching body aboard.  Closing his eyes, he relied on the driver to deliver him safely home.
 
∞∞∞
 
Emily gasped as William stumbled exhausted through the door. Both she and Obadiah attempted to ask questions, but he cut through their inquisitiveness and asked if Alfie was present. Their blank faces confirmed that the boy had not been able to follow his instructions. He could not help believing that the boy was dead. The waves of tiredness and pain were joined by a terrible sadness. He slumped into a chair and sat in silence as two people who loved him stripped off items of clothing and attended the numerous wounds to his body. William was lost to his thoughts and responded to Obadiah and Emily’s questions with a series of non-committal grunts.
 
An hour later, William was sat in the sitting room. The roaring heat from the fire soothed his aching muscles. The coolness of a glass was pushed into his hand signalled the arrival of his favourite drink. The warmth of Emily’s lips caressed his lips, and he could not resist kissing her back. Her touch, smell and tenderness brought him back to the real world.
 
“I am sorry,” he whispered. He felt a lump in his throat and the tears welling in his eyes.
 
“What is it William?”
 
“I promised him – I promised the boy I would keep him safe.” Now the tears rolled freely down his cheeks. All his sadness and guilt crashed together and poured from him unrestricted.
 
Emily did not know what had happened but to see William – her William, so distraught, broke her heart. “Don’t cry, my love.” She was sobbing too; feeling his pain as if it were her own. As she held him, he told all that had taken place.
 




Chapter 21
The night was one filled with tears. It was not until the early hours of the next day that William allowed the exhaustion to enforce sleep. He did not hear Emily slip into the bed next to him, nor did he stir hours later, as Obadiah rose to prepare the household for the coming day. He was unaware of his love extracting herself from underneath his arm or her hurrying to get dressed. Even the sound of various guests calling did not breach the heavy slumber, failing to make him stir.
 
It had passed eleven in the morning before William ventured downstairs, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. Reaching the bottom step, he became aware of voices in the kitchen. As he entered, he observed the usual suspects. Jack was looking somewhat sullen, and William remembered that Emily had given Bessie some time off to visit her mother.
 
The former maid was convinced by Emily to visit her mother. At first, Bessie had been reluctant because of the man her mother had moved into the family home. He was a brute who struggled to control his roaming hands. Nonetheless, Emily provided Bessie with the funds to take her mother to a hotel and so not be disturbed by the vile creature. William was informed of Bessie’s whereabouts by Emily. However, it had completely slipped his mind until he observed the sorrowful looking Jack.
 
“Why didn’t anyone wake me?” William asked, peeved to have been allowed to sleep for so long.
 
It was Isaac that replied. “After the day you endured yesterday, we thought you deserved to rise late. Besides, it gave us more time to spend with the delightful Emily.”
 
“Oh Isaac, you are a rogue.” Emily placed a hot beverage on the table and smiled.
 
“Emily, delightful? If you only knew the truth,” William jested.
 
“William!” Emily gave him a playful slap reinforcing her mock outrage. However, before returning to her duties, she gently stroked his cheek.
 
The morning meal was eaten with enthusiasm; the only interruption to the group’s good humour came with a knock to the front door. Obadiah left the kitchen and then moments later came back with Inspector Faraday. An awkward silence replaced the carefree atmosphere.
 
“Have you eaten, Faraday?” William’s tone was both friendly and enthusiastic, causing the others to look at each other confused.
 
“I must admit, I the cooking at my lodgings.”
 
“Then come find a place at the table.”
 
“Thank you, and please, it’s George.”
 
Emily walked over to the Inspector, and for a moment, William thought she was going to slap the man. However, she grasped him by the chin and pulled his head from one side to the other. “Those wounds have not been cleaned. I shall fetch our medicine box.”
 
“Please, do not trouble yourself.”
 
“My home, my rules, George. If you want feeding, then you will have to learn to be a good patient.”
 
“Thank you, that is most kind,” Faraday replied.
 
William and the others finished eating, and Emily tended to Faraday’s injuries. “It’s like you have been fighting with a wild animal, George,” she teased.
 
“Yes, it was wild indeed.”
 
“Then you would do well to avoid such a vicious beast,” she suggested as she started to pack the medical supplies away.
 
Faraday looked amused. “I think you may be right. Thank you, erm -” Faraday was clearly unsure what to call her.
 
“Emily – my friends call me Emily.” She gave the Inspector what William considered to be one of her most delightful and warm smiles.
 
“Thank you, Emily.”
 
William could not deny that his lover had worked her magic on George Faraday. He was certain that had she been born a few centuries earlier, then she would have been burned for a witch. Her powers over people, especially men, were a wonderful thing to behold.
 
The light conversation came to an end. William was loathed to bring up the previous day’s events, but he knew it was a task that had to be endured. He waited for his moment.
 
“Isaac, what information have you gathered from Mrs. Holbrook?” William felt the atmosphere within the kitchen change. It was as though a dark cloud had appeared above, blown into position by an ill wind.  Isaac Naismith, however, did not rush his reply. He took a sip from his coffee and then raised his head to the ceiling as if asking God for the right words. Isaac Naismith was a clerk. He was intelligent, devious, and capable with a blade, but at the very centre of him, he was a clerk. The report he would give could only come from a clerk’s mouth.
 
“The four of us visited the household of Mrs. Holbrook as you instructed.  On our arrival, we decided it would be prudent to force entry. John and Tom provided valuable assistance in that matter.” He nodded his thanks to the two men. “On entering the household, we discovered two bodies.”
 
“Two?” William asked.
 
“Yes, we believe the first body was Alfred Sykes, and he was in the employ of Mrs. Holbrook. He was shot through the left eye socket. Dr Fitzgerald believes he died instantly.”
 
“How awful,” Emily announced.
 
“Emily, you do not have to endure this.” William placed his hand on her shoulder.
 
“Oh William, I am not a delicate flower that needs protecting from the cruelty of the world. Please continue Isaac.”
 
“Of course, Emily,” Isaac replied, the admiration he was clearly developing for Emily, showed in his affable smile. “Alfred Sykes’ injuries seemed to have been caused by an old duelling pistol, which we found next to a desk. We also found the second body at the desk. We believe it was Mrs. Holbrook, and it seems she had been crucified across its surface.”
 
“Just like the others.” William announced.
 
“In a way... yes.”
 
William sensed the hesitation in Isaac’s tone. “What do you mean; in a way?”
 
“The killing was symbolic like the others. However, it seemed as though less care or enjoyment was taken in the way it was carried out. The Inspector suggested that it was simply that the killers needed to rush after the discharging of the firearm, which killed Alfred Sykes. It is a definite possibility,”
 
“But you are not convinced?”
 
“No, but I doubt we will ever know the truth of the matter. Anyway, after Dr Fitzgerald examined the bodies, she determined that Mrs. Holbrook killed Alfred Sykes.”
 
“What?” William nearly dropped his coffee.
 
“Dr Fitzgerald wanted to carry out a more thorough examination, but she was positive that Alfred died by the old woman’s hand. In truth William, the doctor seemed a little unsettled by Mrs. Holbrook’s death. So much so, that the Inspector and I decided to leave her to continue her duties. We decided to question other households within the street.”
 
It was a detailed account, and William was becoming frustrated at its snail-like pace. However, he held his tongue because he knew men like Isaac were slaves to order. A was followed by B; B was followed by C. That was the way men like Isaac made sense of the world. He allowed Isaac to continue without interruption.
 
“However, on the steps we met a young woman who was well acquainted with the household. She became deeply upset when she learnt of Mrs. Holbrook’s death. We took her inside and were successful in calming her down. Her name is Rebecca, and she believes that Mrs. Holbrook’s death was in some part because of her own misfortune. The elderly, and from what I can see wealthy Mrs. Holbrook, was a generous individual who didn’t shy away from helping those in need. She arranged a position in a local store for Rebecca. However, because of the Ripper killings, those that belong to Rebecca’s faith have faced the anger of the city’s populace. Many in London believe the Jews are responsible and tensions were never too far beneath the surface. Insults, scorn and in Rebecca’s case a lot worse. She was attacked in by two men in full view of many witnesses and not one raised a finger to help. The assault was one that no female should have to endure.
 
“Broken and beaten Rebecca found her way to the one person she knew would not turn her away. Mrs. Holbrook took her in and nursed her back to health. This is no battle between secret organisations, William. Two powerful enemies are not engaged in war to gain control of the streets. This all started with an attack on a girl and a Mrs. Holbrook taking it upon herself to try and prevent there being many more Rebeccas. She decided to use her wealth and contacts to bring the Ripper to justice.”
 
“But the rings?”
 
“Merely a mark of gratitude from Mrs. Holbrook. I am guessing, but I believe the old woman thought they would also remind the wearers of the importance of the task. Rebecca took me to meet Sam Buck, another man who helped carry out duties for Mrs. Holbrook. He confirmed that the elderly lady had set about recruiting people. She instructed both Alfred and Sam to deliver messages. From what I can gather, all those that have received messages are dead, except for the man employed to investigate.”
 
“His name?”
 
“Unknown, but Sam told me that the first man employed to the task met with an unfortunate accident. Mrs. Holbrook was forced to employ another. It seems reasonable to assume that the second man has met with the same fate.”
 
William rose from his chair and for some time paced the length of the kitchen. Then he stopped abruptly and turned to Isaac. “Before Simms died, he mentioned one name, ‘Smith’. I am of the opinion that Smith is the reporter who made a nuisance of himself. Abberline made enquires, and no trace of the man can be found at any of the newspapers. He is at the heart of this problem, if we can find Smith, then we may unravel the entire investigation. Perhaps even find a path that leads us to the Ripper.”
 
“London is a bloody big place, especially if he doesn’t want to be found,” Faraday announced.
 
“That it is, George. However, Smith seems determined to know our movements, which means he will want to be close. We will split into pairs. I will provide each of you with a detailed description. Every boarding house, Inn, tavern, and hotel will be visited. It is an enormous task, but this man could be the key.”
 




Chapter 22
Four days had passed since William had decided to comb the city for a man named Smith.  Although the man himself had proven elusive, the search had not been without success. Three of the locations recognised the description of Smith. At each venue, the story was the same: Smith stayed two nights and then moved on. It was clear to William that the man they hunted was attempting to cover his tracks. Not only had he used a number of different names, he was moving his lodging constantly.  Inspector Faraday had proven useful in supplying the investigation with six constables to help in the search. Isaac, was especially encouraged by the limited success.
 
“Don’t you see, William? Smith clearly wants to remain close to carry out his task, whatever that is, how long is it before he runs out of new places to lodge?”
 
“And that helps us how?”
 
“I have instructed the men to offer a reward to the owners we have visited. I believe it is only a matter of time before Smith is recognised by the owners of these establishments. His location, sooner or later, will be passed on to us, and we shall have our man.”
 
“If he is still in the City… for all we know he may be a half way around the world by now.”
 
∞∞∞
 
Later in the day, Isaac was still in an enthusiastic mood. He’d asked William for a night away from the investigation. When William had asked the reason, Isaac did his best to skirt around the question, answering as vaguely as he could. Despite Isaac’s indirectness, William had agreed to the request, giving him a friendly slap on the arm saying that Isaac had, after all, earned a night off. 
 
A few hours later, Isaac was keen to return home to change his clothes and ready himself for the evening. A carriage was ordered, and then as the hour struck 9pm that carriage was ready to deposit Isaac outside Gamages.  Isaac’s usual confidence the earlier part of the day began to slip away with each turn of the wheels. He wished he had worn gloves, certain that he would lose his grasp on his cane, so great was the sweating from his palms. He stepped from the carriage and strode to the shop frontage. His eyes peered at his own reflection in store’s window. Raising a finger to the thin scar, which ran down the left side of his face, he traced its path. For the first time during his life, he hated the only thing he had left of his mother. It may have been the act of her drunken behaviour, but it was a link to a mother long since passed. His valour deserted him, and he was about to leave when he heard his name spoken.
 
“Mr. Naismith.”
 
“Ah Sam, I was about to ask if you would permit me to escort Rebecca home. However, perhaps I should leave the task in your capable hands?”
 
“I believe that would disappoint Rebecca, she is keen to thank you for your kindness,” Sam paused for a moment. “Besides, I have other tasks to attend and would rather not drag Rebecca about the streets because of my pressing matters.”
 
“Oh - then I suppose...” Isaac attempted to reply.
 
“That is settled then. Give Rebecca my best and apologies.” Sam took off; leaving an extremely nervous looking Isaac no choice but to remain.
 
It was no more than five minutes before Rebecca emerged from the store.
 
“Mr. Naismith...” She was clearly shocked to see him.
 
“Rebecca, I wondered if you would permit me to escort you home. Sam has a few matters that need his attendance, and please, call me Isaac.”
 
“I would be most grateful and delighted, Isaac.” She emphasised his name. She smiled and held out her arm, which he accepted.
 
“Your hours are demanding.”
 
“It is a busy store, so time moves quickly. There is little chance to take a rest through the day.”
 
“Have you not eaten?”
 
“Not for some hours.”
 
“Then please allow me to escort you to a fine meal. My club provides the most wondrous service.”
 
“Your club?”
 
“Yes, I have a private room.” Isaac saw Rebecca stiffen and she moved away so that he could no longer hold her arm.
 
“I am not that kind of woman, Isaac. Or is it that you do not wish to be seen with a Jew?” Her face contorted with rage.
 
“Rebecca please, I intended no insult.” Isaac felt his face redden. How could not help feeling stupid. “I mention the private room, only because you wear your Gamages uniform, and I thought you may feel uncomfortable in a public eatery. As for the type of woman you are, let me assure you that I possess nothing but respect. You have faced your trials with great dignity. I will escort you home, forgive me.”
 
Initially, Rebecca did not reply, and the two continued their journey in silence. Isaac looked at the ground, too embarrassed to look at his companion. Suddenly, Isaac realised that Rebecca had stopped. “Isaac, forgive me. I can be defensive and take offence where none is meant.”
 
Still looking at the ground, Isaac replied, “It is my fault, my words were insensitive. My work during recent years has not afforded me the pleasure of a woman’s company. I am afraid I am the proverbial fish out of water.”
 
“We are just people,” she smiled and placed her arm in his once again.
 
“No Rebecca, you are not just people, you have an uncommon beauty.”
 
“Oh.” Isaac noticed how her cheeks had reddened and wondered if they matched his own.
 
“Forgive me that was improper. Rebecca please rest assured that I offer friendship, nothing more. I do not offer sympathy, but admiration for what you have overcome.”
 
“Isaac, calm yourself. I gladly accept your friendship and your offer to dine.”
 
∞∞∞
 
The long table played host to hooded figures, who sat in perfect silence. Three candles adorned the surface of the table, and was the only light that serviced the room. Those present had endured the gloom for over twenty minutes as the distant echoes of raised voices sounded in the next room. They knew that one of the voices belonged to the man that led every meeting that took place at the table, but the words were distorted by the thick walls of the country house.
 
Eventually, the door to the dining room opened and two further hooded figures entered. One took his place alongside his comrades; the other sat, as always, at the head of the table. A figure stepped from the shadows and filled each glass with wine. This included the two glasses that stood before two vacant chairs. The figure at the head of the table raised his glass; an action repeated by all those present.
 
“By the blood of Cronos, we pay respect to those that have fallen in his name. We promise by the blood that flows through our veins that their loss will not be for nought.” All those present repeated his words and then drank from their glasses. The figure at the head of the table waited until each glass had been placed on the table’s highly polished surface. “Despite our beloved comrades falling, they have completed most of their tasks. Cronos will not be disappointed, and they shall soon be welcomed to his bosom.”
 
“Forgive me, Alpha, but should we not remove this thorn, Harkness, from our side.”
 
For a moment, no reply was forthcoming but if a person was to observe closely, they would see Alpha’s hand tightening and the knuckles whiten. However, when the figure spoke, his tone was flat and without emotion. “Your concerns have been noted, but have I have already explained killing William Harkness would result in creating a far greater enemy.”
 
“Simeon Harkness is just one man.”
 
“Sir Simeon Harkness is the most influential man in the Empire. He would tear Britain apart for the killers of his son.”
 
“But we cannot allow William Harkness to continue to thin our ranks.”
 
Alpha noticed that a number of those seated around the table murmured in agreement. He knew that the followers were beginning to become concerned. “Very well, but William Harkness and his household will remain unharmed.” Before further objection could be raised, he held his hand aloft to signal he had not finished.  “However, Harkness is a beast who relies heavily on those that show him loyalty. The loss of his friend nearly broke the man. I believe if we destroy his followers, then we will destroy the man.”
 
“That will be easy.”
 
“Gamma, you underestimate these men. The reason William has picked them from the crowd is because they stand above the ordinary. They must be struck from this world in a blink of an eye. We cannot dawdle and expect to remove these men one by one. Our blades must rise and fall in one day and leave William Harkness without his loyal posts to lean on.” He paused to let his words take effect around the room. “Gamma, as you are so passionate for this action, the responsibility will fall to you to ensure its completion. Do you have enough men for such a task?”
 
“I have more than enough. They work for a price, but are not without skill.”
 
Alpha placed his hand at the shoulder of the diminutive figure to his left. “You will also take responsibility, after all, it is your words that flow from Gamma’s mouth.” The hooded figure did not reply, it simply nodded its acceptance of the task. “Very well, in three days from now, the poison barb that is William Harkness will be removed from our flesh.”
 
Alpha remained seated as his fellow conspirators filed from the room. He motioned that his glass should be refilled. As the liquid flowed freely he considered those followers that sought more than just a seat at the table. If they succeeded in the task, then they would gain further support. To do that, however, they must succeed in removing William’s men.  It was a game not of his choosing; but the dice had been thrown, and he must wait to see where they land.
 
∞∞∞
 
Isaac rose from his chair, then held Rebecca’s as she stood to her feet.
 
“Thank you, Isaac, I have never eaten such wonderful food in my life.”
 
“The pleasure was mine, it is a rarity to enjoy such delightful company.”
 
“I owe you an apology when you mentioned your private room, I imagined a bedroom.” As she spoke she glanced about the room, drinking in its lustre.
 
“Oh no,” he blushed. “I would never – I mean you are very attractive and of course – I mean my intentions,” he faltered. His cheeks deepened in colour as he struggled to look at Rebecca.
 
“Calm yourself Isaac. I realise you are an honourable man.”
 
“I... I only wish to know you better,” he stuttered.
 
“And you do not mind that I am a Jew?”
 
“I do not care for such things; it is you that I wish to know. Besides, if you knew the demons who haunt my past; it might be you that turns your back on our friendship.”
 
“Then tell me, Isaac. What are these demons of yours?” For the first time, he raised his head and the two were locked in a stare. The words stuck in his throat. To his surprise, however, she raised a hand to his cheek. “I will understand.”
 
He gave a slight nod. “I have in my former employment carried out duties, which were morally wrong,” he spoke quickly. Hoping the shame, he felt at his actions would somehow lessen if spoken in brevity.
 
“Do you regret those actions.”
 
“With all my heart.”
 
“The weight of those actions on your heart, are punishment enough. It is not for me to further your shame.”
 
Isaac gave a feeble smile in recognition of her understanding. In his heart, however, he knew that he must tell her all. “There is more. My father went insane and took his own life. Our family was forced into poverty, and my mother turned to both gin and whoring. She gave me this,” he traced the scar with his finger. “Worst of all, my brother was a killer, who William and I believe was in the employ of the Ripper.” He grimaced expecting nothing but scorn; after all, who would want to be associated with a person so cursed by life.
 
“Isaac, are you insane?”
 
“No,” he replied. Confused by the question.
 
“Are you a whore?”
 
“No, my legs do not suit a skirt.” It was a feeble attempt at humour.
 
“And are you a killer?”
 
“No, never.”
 
“Then why do you insist on taking on the guilt of others? You are responsible for your sins alone.” She smiled and then added, “I have a long day tomorrow and must return to my lodgings. I have had the most delightful evening, Isaac.”
 
“Would you permit me to call on you again?” Despite her kind words, he fully expected her to refuse his request.
 
“I would be disappointed if you did not.”
 




Chapter 23
Two days and most of the next had passed. William was sat behind his desk reading the documents found at the unfortunate Mr. Stand’s cottage. Jack suddenly burst into the office, excitement written across his features.
 
“We have him!”
 
“Who?” William replied.
 
“Smith, we have just received a note from the Queen Anne. He returned there no more than an hour a go.”
 
William leapt from his chair. “Get Gossup, we leave immediately.”
 
The three men did not bother with a carriage; the Queen Anne was no more than five minutes stroll from Slaughter Yard. Before long, they were watching the main entrance to the tavern, from across the street.
 
“Goss, I want you to remain here in case he slips passed us; we have waited long enough to speak to this bastard.”
 
“He won’t get by me.”
 
“Come on Jack.” William strode purposely across the street. Once inside Jack approached the owner. William watched as the brief exchange took place, culminating in the owner nodding his head. Jack returned a broad smile upon his face.
 
“Smith is still in his room. Upstairs, second door along.”
 
William pulled away from the chaos of the bar, leading Jack with a tug on his sleeve, along a narrow corridor. They paused at the start of a steep flight of stairs. Footsteps could be heard on the landing above, and then a shadow appeared on the wall.  A figure emerged and began to descend. The cleaning lady nearly tipped head over heels, but thankfully for her, William prevented her headlong fall down the stairs. She went to offer gratitude, but William placed a finger against his lips. “Is Smith, still in his room?” he whispered. She nodded her reply and he deposited a coin in her hand for her trouble.
 
William and Jack proceeded with caution. They reached the summit of the staircase, and then approached the room that supposedly housed Smith.
 
“How are we going to handle this?” Jack asked.
 
“Well I am not going to knock.” William took a step back and then kicked out. The door lock surrender as its supporting timbers splintered. The all too feeble barrier burst inward with William and Jack following close behind. A man jumped from the bed and raced towards the window. Instinctively, William kicked a small stool which flew across the room and hit the fugitive in the back of the knees. Both he and the stool were sent sprawling across the floor.
 
“Smith, I think we need to talk.”
 
“What the hell do you think you are doing?” Smith snarled.
 
“Simms is dead. He gave us your name before leaving for the afterlife. You either start talking now - or you start bleeding.” Smith looked at William and suddenly his body seemed to lose all vigour.
 
“Alright, I will tell you what I know.” He held out a hand to be helped to his feet. William obliged, but immediately realised he had made a mistake. Smith’s free hand struck William’s jaw and threw him backwards. Jack was taken completely by surprise and was felled by a vicious knee in the groin. Smith hurdled the falling Jack, and made for the now destroyed door. Just as he neared escape he was suddenly thrown sideways as William thrown himself bodily across the room. Both men landed in a heap on the floor. Elbows, fists, teeth, and knees went to work as the two men fought on the timbers of the room’s floor.
 
Just as William was beginning to think he may lose, Smith stopped fighting, his entire body stiffened. William rolled free and looked at Smith. The man’s face was flushed with a burning crimson, and his eyes bulged to almost bursting point.
 
“You can get up now, William, he isn’t going anywhere,” Jack snarled. William struggled onto his feet and turned to see Jack’s hand clamped firmly on Smith’s groin.
 
“Ouch Jack, that’s a bit harsh.” William could not help giving a little chuckle.
 
“The bastard kicked me in the balls! He’s lucky I don’t rip his off and wear them as a necklace.”
 
William stared at Smith, deliberately taking his time, enjoying Smith’s discomfort. He pulled the pepperbox from his jacket and placed the four barrels against the man’s forehead. “You can let go now, Jack.” William motioned that Smith should rise and take a seat. “Now, shall we try again?” William lowered himself onto the edge of the bed; the pepperbox pointing at Smith’s face. “Tell me, Smith, why was your name the last word spoken by a Ripper victim?”
 
“I am not the killer,” blurted out Smith.
 
“I doubt Scotland Yard will see it that way. A dying man speaks your name with his last breath. Your neck is as good as in the noose.”
 
“I was employed to track down the Ripper.”
 
“And why would someone employ you?”
 
“I was formally a member of the MMP. I had only left the service a few days when I was approached by this scrawny bone of a man. He carried a communication from Mrs. Holbrook offering me a substantial amount of money. At the time, I thought it a simple matter of asking a few questions, claiming the task impossible, and collecting payment.  Now I wish I had never left the bloody service.”
 
“What’s the MMP?” Jack asked.
 
“It’s the military police.” It was William that answered. “I knew there was a reason that I didn’t like you, Smith.” He was not trying to be humorous. William and his men had fallen foul of the military police on more than one occasion. He had never met one of them that wasn’t arrogant, mercenary, and more corrupt than any they arrested. “Tell me, why are your employers being hunted down?”
 
“All I know is that my predecessor observed a man following Kostya. In turn, he had that man followed. He set his best man Jenkins to the task, a good man by all accounts. Anyway, this Jenkins sent a communication that he had traced the man to a stately home, thirty miles south of the city.”
 
“Who owns it?”
 
“That’s the problem. It had been the home of Sir Rufus Thom, but he died without leaving an heir and the property has been vacant ever since. I failed to ascertain if the property has passed to another owner. The lawyers acting on behalf of Thom, doesn’t seem to exist. The recorded premises in which they do business, is vacant. It’s clear that something improper is taking place but whatever it is, is buried too deep for me to uncover. In truth, I have been unable to get any further than my predecessor, and his man Jenkins has not been heard from since his last communication. That is all I know.”
 
“Why were you following me?”
 
“Do you really have to ask? I wanted to know if you could be trusted. I am certain that the Ripper has eyes at Scotland Yard. If I went to them, I would be dead before nightfall. I was going to run weeks ago, but I was paid to complete a task. However, it is an impossible mission, and as I have passed on all I know to you, the time has come to leave London. “
 
“Is there anything else, Smith?” William looked at Smith and could see the man was scared.
 
“Yes, look to your friends and family, Harkness. This is a battle you cannot win. Retreat would not be a disgrace.”
 
“I don’t believe in battles that can’t be won.”
 
“Then you are a fool.”
 
“You are not the first to reach that conclusion.” William gave a wry smile, knowing deep down that Smith had nothing more to offer.
 
∞∞∞
 
The following morning, William met with his colleagues at Slaughter Yard. It was a brief affair. William could not help feeling disappointed at Smith’s revelations. Although the stately home outside the city offered a line of enquiry, he doubted the killers would still be making use of a property that had been discovered by their enemies. He decided it had been naive to expect anything else; in this investigation doors did not lead to a room. They just led to another door.
 
William filled the glasses of all those present. Before speaking he tried to break his own sombre mood. “The last few days have been both arduous and successful. You have all done well, and our reward is a promising line of enquiry that could lead us to the Ripper.” He paused to take a sip from his glass and wonder if his words were in any way hiding the fact that the investigation was no further forward. “Before we rush to the former home of Sir Rufus Thom, I think it prudent we learn as much as possible. Isaac, I doubt Smith’s contacts are a match for yours. Take young Tom and find out who he was, and more importantly, who now holds the deeds to that property? Jack, you’re with me, we’re going to visit the professor. Gossup, I want you to seek out your friends on the streets. Let’s see if he was involved in any questionable activities.”
 
“It’s best I go alone, some of my friends speak more freely without strangers present,” Gossup replied.
 
“Very well. John, you will remain here and be our point of contact.” John nodded his agreement. “When your tasks are complete, bring the information back to the Yard.” Glasses were drained; chairs scraped the floor’s timbers, and men set about their tasks.
 
William rose from his chair and pulled on his jacket. He felt the reassuring thump of the pepperbox as it collided with his rib cage. He doubted he would need the weapon today, but nevertheless, it was comforting to have it close. He walked from the office and was taken aback by the warmth of the day.
 
“Jack, shall we ask Emily and Bessie to accompany us to see the professor.”
 
“It would be a shame to waste such a fine day.”
 
The eloquence of the reply was not lost on William. He had noticed that Jack had been removing his courser language from his speech over the last few weeks. He had been content to ignore the change, but now his curiosity had been pricked. “Jack, is there a new lady in your life?”
 
“No - not as yet.”
 
“As yet?” William pressed.
 
“Well, Bessie is a beautiful woman, but...” his words faltered.
 
“But what? You aren’t usually so slow to act regarding the fairer sex.”
 
“Forgive me, William but that was before Emily took her beneath her wing.”
 
“I don’t understand. What difference does that make?”
 
“It matters because I am a fighter, playing at being a copper. She has tasted the finer things in life. I doubt she will be so keen to slip back into the gutter with me.”
 
“She would be fortunate to have you, Jack.”
 
“I’m not a fool, William. I see the barriers between the likes of...” his words failed briefly. “Between the likes of me and you, William.”
William could not help feeling a little hurt. He had always striven to banish the social inequality between himself and his men. He looked at Jack and pushed his own hurt to one side. “Be yourself my friend. If she does not see your worth, then she is not worthy of you. Now, let us enjoy the day and see what the professor has to say.”




Chapter 24
Emily was clearly overjoyed when William returned home and suggested a day at Hyde Park. She rushed about throwing things in the picnic hamper and even sang as she busied away. William watched her manic display and felt a pang of guilt; he was surely neglecting her if a single trip to the park gave her so much joy. He made a promise to himself, that whether the Sir Rufus Thom line of investigation led to progress or not, he would take Emily to Cloveney Hall. He knew that he owed her his undivided attention.
 
Within the hour, the four of them stepped into the street. Emily called back to Obadiah. “Are you sure you will not accompany us?”
 
“I’d rather enjoy the peace and quiet,” he grumbled.
 
Emily rushed back and, before the old man could resist, she embraced him and planted an enthusiastic kiss on his cheek. “Now Obadiah, you know that you will miss me.”
 
“Be gone with you.” Despite his attempt at maintaining his apparent sombre exterior, Obadiah could not prevent the smile spreading over his face. Emily skipped down the steps and placed her arm under William’s.
 
They continued arm in arm as they strolled through the streets. Jack and Bessie carried the picnic hamper; each of them held a handle of the heavy basket. The day was warm, and the sunshine had its effect on streets of London. The populace seemed happier; smiling faces greeted the four as they meandered their way to Hyde Park. To William, the world of death and slaughter was a distant place today, a place that he had no wish to revisit any time soon.
 
They entered the park through the impressive Apsley Gate. William had always loved the entrance; as a boy, it was the first thing he saw when he visited the park. Its fluted columns and magnificent arches seemed important for a boy that had spent much of his childhood reading about the ancient Roman and Greek civilisations. He slowed his pace just a little, so he could drink in the gate’s beauty. It was with a secret sadness that he allowed himself to be steered towards the inner sanctum of the park. They pressed on, ideal picnic spots came and disappeared as they sought out the professor. William knew that the professor usually frequented only certain areas within the park, it was just a matter of finding which one his friend had chosen on this day.
 
It was not until they neared one of the professor’s preferred locations that they observed a commotion. A woman was crying; men shook their heads, and constables were pushing the crowd away from the centre of the melee. Then, a familiar figure stepped from the crowd. William immediately recognised the powerful outline of Inspector Faraday. William could not ignore the terrible feeling in the pit of his stomach.
 
“Jack! Remain with the women and keep them away from the crowd,” William ordered.
 
“What’s going on, Will?” Emily asked, pushing herself through the crowd.
 
“Stay back Emily, you and Bessie need not see what is going on here,” William told her.
 
He set off in search of answers to what transpired.  As he covered the relatively short distance, movement in the skies above cast him into a shadow. He looked to the skies to observe angry, growling clouds, racing across the heavens.
 
“William,” Faraday looked surprised at seeing him, “I was just about to send for you.”
 
“What has happened?”
 
“Murder, I believe you know the victim.” William did not reply, he raced passed Faraday. “No, William… don’t.” Faraday’s words were ignored by William. As he approached the covered body and threw back the old picnic blanket on which he had sat on many times.
 
William slumped to his knees. The professor’s frail frame lay before him. The same crumpled clothes and scuffed shoes. The pale feeble fingers bent a stiff; a testament to the agony his friend endured.  William would have bent and kissed the professor’s and closed his unseeing eyes, but that moment of tenderness had been taken away. The head that contained a brilliant and vibrant mind, in stark contrast to his body, had been cut from the body.
 
“Where...where is it?” William stuttered in horrified disbelief.
 
“Gone, we have searched the entire park. It appears that the killer has taken the head with him. I am sorry William. An official identification will be impossible but those that frequent the park seem sure of his identity. However, not one could tell us his real name.”
 
“I just knew him as ‘professor’.” It suddenly dawned on William how little he knew about his friend.
 
William was not permitted the opportunity to slip into grief. A scream smashed his thoughts of days long since passed. He rose immediately, the years of training in the ranks of the British army overwhelmed his personal sadness. He knew the scream had come from Emily and pushed his way through the crowd. Bursting into a run he passed the confused Faraday and sent a constable sprawling to the ground. As he cleared the last of the crowd, in the distance he could see a man on the ground at Jack’s feet. He could also see that his friend was holding a bloodied rag to his thigh as both Emily and Bessie tried to aid their protector. He continued at top speed, because he could also see a man was approaching the small group from behind. The figure was moving slowly but his intent was clear, for at his side, the unmistakable glint of a blade was visible. William knew that he would not reach his friends before the second assailant. Calling out a warning would simply make the assailant rush to the attack. With Jack wounded, the advantage would be with the man with a blade. He had no choice but to pull the pepperbox from his jacket. It was a risk; the weapon was woefully inaccurate. Its aim would not be improved by being fired on the run at a target that was moving, but there was no alternative. William raised the weapon and pulled the trigger. The four barrels erupted in fire and smoke, sending their deadly missiles to tear at flesh.
 
One moment the assailant was moving towards his prey, and then his head was jerked violent to the side and he was lifted bodily from the ground. Emily, Jack, and Bessie turned in horror to see the crumpled figure on the ground, his blade still clutched in his hand, no more than five paces from their position.
 
“Are you hurt, Emily?” William asked as he finally reached them.
 
“No, I’m fine,” she replied. Her face still pale with seeing two dead man so close. “But Jack has a wound to his thigh.”
 
“It’s nothing… I didn’t see him until the last minute,” Jack said, pointing at the first attacker. “All I could do was divert the blade. I’m afraid I was left no alternative but to kill the man.”
 
Faraday finally arrived on the scene, but before he could speak William held up a hand, needing to put his thoughts in order. The professor had been killed, and an attempt made on Jack’s life, but no attempt had been made on his own. Why? He wondered. With two attackers, it would have been easy to have attempted to kill him and Jack. “Faraday, they are hunting my men. We need to get Emily and Bessie back home. We need to find Isaac and the rest.”
 
“No, William, you return home and look after the safety of your household. I will have my constables scour the City and bring them safely home.”
 
“What about Abberline?” Emily asked.
 
“He’s in Liverpool,” William replied, a little confused by Emily’s question.
 
“No, he’s here in London. He sent me word that he had been recalled at the request of Inspector Faraday. He said he would call on us this evening. It was meant to be a surprise.”
 
“I sent no request,” declared Faraday.
 
“He has obviously been lured back to the city. I think we have become troublesome to the Ripper, and he plans to rid the city of my men.”
 
“William, go now, I will find your men. Are you sure of any of their locations?”
 
“Only John, he will be at Slaughter Yard. The others could be anywhere in London.”
 
∞∞∞
 
Isaac and Tom were successful in the hunt for information about Sir Rufus Thom. Isaac had also learnt the last wishes of Mrs. Holbrook and what she wanted regarding her estate.
 
“Do we return to Slaughter Yard?” Tom asked, the boredom clearly etched on his face.
 
“Not yet, I have important news for a friend. We need to stop at Gamages, but the visit should not be a lengthy affair.”
 
The two men set off, blissfully unaware of the fate suffered by the professor. The heavy downpour created the necessity for a carriage, but despite the relatively short distance to the transport, both men were soaked to the skin. With the Gamages store less than twenty minutes away there was little opportunity to dry out. As the carriage lurched to a stop, Isaac remained in his seat.
 
“We can’t go through the store like this.” He called out to the driver that he should move around to the back of the store. Acknowledgement came in the form of a grunt, and the carriage jerked forward. A few minutes later, the carriage was stopping again. Tom stepped from the transport, his right foot disappearing into a deep puddle. He swore loudly. Isaac tried in vain to prevent himself from laughing.
 
“Bad luck Tom. At least, you have brought a little joy to the gloom of the day.”
 
“I’m glad to be of service,” he replied, as he also tried with difficulty to wrestle the boot from his foot. The task was proving difficult as he struggled to balance on one leg.
 
“Look, take a seat on those crates. I will carry out my business with Rebecca, and then we shall retire to the Yard. Hopefully, we can warm our bones and indulge in some of William’s fine whiskey.” Tom nodded his agreement and proceeded to the crates, removing both sodden boot and sock.
 
Isaac smiled, and then approached a man in the delivery yard of Gamages. With a small exchange of tin, he was allowed entrance and informed of Rebecca’s location. He moved through the storage area and entered the rear of the building. It was a maze of corridors, lined with stock of all shapes and sizes. He was beginning to feel he had taken the wrong route, when, as he made a right turn, Rebecca was to his front.  She was stood with her back to him and appeared to be counting stock. He felt his throat tighten and his lips dried as anxiety threatened to overwhelm his body. He closed eyes and forced himself to take a deep calming breath.
 
“Rebecca…” He intended to sound confident, however, the high-pitched squeak that emanated from his throat resembled the sound that a young boy makes as he breaks through the barrier of puberty. If Rebecca had noticed the pitiful yelp, she did not let it affect her obvious delight at seeing him.
 
“What are you doing here? I mean I’m happy you are, but my working hours are not yet finished.”
 
“I know but I have excellent news. I found out that Barratt and Clyde are responsible for Mrs. Holbrook’s estate. In truth, they had not begun to look at her wishes regarding property and other assets. Tristan Clyde, however, is an old acquaintance and owed me a rather large favour. I was able to discuss Mrs. Holbrook’s estate at some length. I thought you would like to tell Sam and Mary that their home is secure.”
 
“Oh Isaac, that is wonderful news.” She approached him and clasped him in an embrace.
 
“Sam will receive a generous yearly allowance, which will enable him and his family a degree of comfort in the future. The allowance will even increase should they decide to have more children. There is only one obstruction to Mrs. Holbrook’s wishes being carried out.”
 
“Oh.” Rebecca’s delighted face suddenly took on a concerned look.
 
“Yes, it is possible that the person inheriting the bulk of Mrs. Holbrook’s estate could contest the allowance being awarded to Sam.”
 
“Is that likely?”
 
“I have seen it happen… greed is rarely kind.”
 
“Poor Sam… it hardly seems fair.” To her surprise, Isaac was smiling.
 
“Mrs. Holbrook had no living family. I believe she has left her money to a person she both loved and respected.”
 
“Who Isaac? Perhaps I can go to them and plead Sam’s case.”
 
“Rebecca, you are going to be a very wealthy woman.”
 
“Me – but why? She has already done far too much.”
 
“Isn’t it obvious? You told me as we dined how Mrs. Holbrook liked to help those less fortunate. Especially those of a certain faith. I think she knew that you would continue to carry out her work.”
 
“I will do all she wished and more,” Rebecca said, a proud look in her eyes.
 
“I am so happy for you. In a few months, you will have the means to do as you wish. You could even leave the city if you were so inclined.”
 
“Is that what you want?”
 
He blushed. “The city would lose some of its beauty if you left; it would be a sad day indeed for London.”
 
“Just London?” She stared at him so intently that Isaac swore that she could see directly into his heart. He gathered his courage.
 
“I would be disheartened to see you go.”
 
She leant forward so there was barely a finger space between their two bodies. “I am not going anywhere, Isaac.” She closed the final gap and placed a tender kiss on his lips. “Now you must go. I have work to complete.”
 




Chapter 25
Isaac was in a daze. He could still feel the caress of Rebecca’s lips on his as stepped into the open air. The kiss was both exhilarating and a shock at the same time.  As he walked through the delivery yard of Gamages the rain striking his face went some way to bringing him back to the real world. He called out for Tom, but no reply was forthcoming. He wondered if the young man had sought out a better shelter from the inclement weather. He spent some time searching behind the various crates of the courtyard.
 
The area seemed deserted… Then, he heard muffled voices and approached where he believed them to be coming from. As he got closer, he heard saw a pool of dark crimson growing out from behind a large crate. Isaac felt his blood run cold. As he crept surreptitiously around the corner of a large crate, he saw what he hoped he wouldn’t. Two men were hunched over a body that was outstretched on the ground. The figure was missing one boot, and one sock, confirming it to be young Tom.
 
“Move away!” shouted Isaac.
 
They turned their faces to look at him, and one of them stretched fat lips into a sickly grin.
 
“Oh look, we don’t have to run around London looking for him, the bloody fool has come to us,” he sneered. “Take the head, I can handle this dandy.”
 
The larger of the two men stood, and to Isaac’s horror, held the freshly severed head of Tom in his hand. Isaac fought the urge to vomit. Panic consumed his entire body. His brain cried out for him to run, but his legs refused the order. The man with the head walked away, holding it by the hair so it dangled in his hand. The bile rose in Isaac’s stomach as he watched the macabre swaying of Tom’s head.
 
Suddenly, Isaac felt a searing pain cut into his torso. Isaac looked down at his chest. The cut was not deep, but it burned like the fires of hell.
 
“You might want to know the boy pissed his britches and cried for his mother,” the villain taunted, waving the knife at him.
 
The taunt was the thing to bring Isaac out of his inert stupor. Isaac brought his cane around, removing the smile from his attacker’s face, as the cane struck him across the bridge of his nose. Isaac’s anger grew, consuming him, drowning his pain. He drew his blade from the cane’s casing and stepped forward. The killer backed away, uncertainty replacing the confidence.
 
“You look less sure of yourself, perhaps you should call for your mother?” Isaac growled. The killer lunged with his blade, but Isaac had the advantage of reach. He stuck the tip of his blade into the killer’s shoulder. He jumped backward screaming in pain. “I have sent many men to their deaths, but I have rarely felt the need to have blood on my hands. However, in your case, I shall take my time washing it from my skin.”
 
The killer looked at Isaac’s wound. “Best be quick, you are bleeding like a stuck pig.” The man was clearly making the effort to seem confident but Isaac could see the doubt in his eyes.
 
“Then I shall hurry along my enjoyment.”
 
Isaac danced forward and struck out with the sword, striking several times. Isaac retreated to a place of safety, surveying the damage he’d inflicted. A deep cut the killer’s right knee would prevent any attempt at escape. A second cut removed flesh from the man’s cheek - and for good measure, Isaac gave a smile of satisfaction, that he’d sliced the tip of his opponent’s ear. The killer was screaming, and venomous, pain fuelled fury blazed in his eyes. He tried his best to charge forward in an attempt to get close enough to use his short blade.  Isaac knew the attack was coming, and at the very last moment, dropped to his knees and drove his blade upwards. The man’s own momentum, and the force of Isaac’s thrust, drove the blade up through the killer's chin. Flesh, jaw, tongue, and brain mater were smashed aside.
 
“Mr Naismith!” a voice called out. Isaac turned and rose, and as he did the killer’s body slumped to the floor.
 
“Sam, if you could fetch a blanket, please, they have killed young Tom.” It was at this point that Isaac realised that Rebecca had witnessed the killer’s death.
 
“Isaac, you are injured.” She reached out a hand towards him, but he stepped away.
 
“I’m sorry Rebecca,” he looked down at the killer’s blood on his hands. “I need to go.” His rage subsided, replaced by guilt. Rebecca’s presence somehow intensified the shame of taking another man’s life. He wanted to tell her that he was not that sort man, but he could hardly bring himself to look in her direction.  He turned without another word. He felt weak and as he stumbled into the main street, he was grateful to see a waiting carriage nearby. He called out instruction to the driver before climbing aboard, with great pain and difficulty. Despite wanting nothing more than sleep he could not help thinking about the attack. He remembered the smaller man being happy at not having to run around London. The attack was not aimed at Rebecca, but at himself and Tom. He realised that those close to William Harkness were being targeted. The thought that Emily could be in danger swam into his mind. He called out to the driver, changing his destination from Slaughter Yard to the home of William Harkness.
 
∞∞∞
 
Frederick Abberline spent the last hour in conversation with the landlord. They had enjoyed a profitable relationship over the years. The landlord would pass on interesting information, which could prove useful to a copper needing to know the word on the street. Payment was either a few coins or a blind eye turned to certain illegal activities, which allowed the landlord to gain the trust of the criminal class within the city. The relationship was as close as possible considering their positions on opposite sides of the law. Both men enjoyed each other’s company, although neither would be inclined to admit the fact.
 
It had been the landlord who had drawn Abberline’s attention to the two men who’d been asking about the Inspector’s whereabouts. It was through the ruse of needing to answer a call of nature that Abberline was able to take his first look at the men. They sat quietly in the corner nursing a small ale; they were actively not drawing attention to themselves. He knew their sort; he had dealt with those types of men his entire career. Hired thugs, which took tin in exchange for breaking bones, bashing a skull, or even slitting a throat. Abberline was also aware that if the men had been asking about his whereabouts, then it was safe to assume that it was his throat they wished to cut.  On returning to the bar, Abberline pretended to be under the influence of drink. He progressively got louder and even stumbled from his stool. Finally, he declared to all that were in earshot that he must retire to his bed. A drunken hug with the landlord gave him the opportunity to whisper that the landlord should send a runner for the nearest constable to bring reinforcements.
 
Once Abberline reached his room, he placed pillows beneath the blankets to give the impression he was fast asleep.  He then pulled a bulldog pistol from one jacket pocket and a Billy club from the other.  Placing a chair, hidden in the corner, he calmly took a seat. He checked the pistol was in good order, then he waited. His act of drunkenness would mean his would-be attackers would want to act with haste.  They wouldn’t want to wait until their intended victim was sober; a drunk was always easier to overpower.  Sure enough, Abberline’s reasoning was correct. Within twenty minutes, he heard the first footsteps in the hallway.
 
The door burst open. Two figures, blades drawn, rushed toward the bed, sweeping their weapons downwards. Again, and again, the blades were driven into the bedding with ferocious force. If a person had been occupying the bed, then it would have been nought but a bloodied lump of flesh; a fact which was not lost on Abberline as he watched the vicious assault on his sleeping area. Suddenly one of them stopped his attack and drew back the covers to reveal nothing but slaughtered pillows.
 
“Gentlemen, the wilful destruction of a man’s bedding is a criminal offence, and may I add, shows a complete lack of manners.”
 
The two men turned to see the now standing Abberline, his bulldog pistol pointing directly at them. They fingered the hilts of their blades and Abberline could tell they were wondering if they could close the gap before he could fire two shots from his pistol. It was the first flaw in Abberline’s plan. He had hoped that the weapon would be enough to subdue the men. It was obvious, however, that they had been offered a substantial reward for his murder.
 
Abberline cursed as the two men charged forward. The bulldog’s bark answered their growls and took one of them through the left eye. Abberline knew he needed one of the men alive; his years as a copper had still not taught him how to question a corpse. He dropped the pistol and snatched up his Billy club. If the attacker thought his task had just become easier, he was sorely mistaken. Decades in the force, had honed Abberline’s ability with a club. He simply caught the attacker’s weapon hand and drove the club into his exposed stomach. The air was knocked from the killer, and as he fought for breath, the club was brought round for a second time. It cracked against the man’s temple and sent him to darkness.
 
Ten minutes later, three constables rushed into the room. They found Abberline sitting in the chair with a glass of whiskey in his hand. “No need to rush lads; they aren’t going anywhere.” The constables looked down to see one man obviously dead and the other, unconscious, and bound.
 




Chapter 26
The man found slipping past the gatehouse easy, its inhabitant, too concerned with avoiding the rain, which showed no signs of abating. The would-be killer was confident in his abilities. The fact his target was a doctor, and a female, only served to enhance that self-belief.  He knew her location; a little tin dropped into the right hand could buy all the information you needed. It could even supply you with the uniform of an orderly, however, despite him wearing the attire of an orderly, he still moved with stealth. There was no need to draw questions from the inquisitive, and in doing so, risk failure. He knew that other murders were taking place that night. Failure would see his reputation fall and those that who succeeded would rise high up in the world of shadows. A world that he inhabited and delighted in being a part of. 
 
Dr Fitzgerald could not stop staring at the elderly Mrs. Holbrook. The room was silent, and the doctor was immersed in the pale, withdrawn features of the kindly old lady. There was something in that face that reminded Fitzgerald of her own mother. Despite being focused on the dead woman, she did not miss hearing the movement in the adjoining room. This struck her as odd; the two rooms which had been knocked into one were strictly off limits to the staff of the workhouse. If the rooms were visited, then staff would knock at the door, and wait to be admitted. She was about to call out but something deep within her soul issued a warning. She carefully peered beyond a cloth screen, which provided her with the privacy to work. At the far end of the adjoining room, she spied an orderly but one that she did not recognise. The blade within his hand told her that caring for the patients was not the reason for his presence. She did not run and hide or scream out in a blind panic.  She gave a strangely confident smile and then ducked back behind the screen.
 
*
 
As the ‘orderly’ peered into the room, he saw that it was much larger than he’d thought. Annoyed at this revelation, he crept in, quietly; it would be difficult to remain undetected for long in such a large room. He looked from table to table, each of which held a shrouded figure. An involuntary shudder raced up his spine. He admitted to himself that such a room, full of death, made him feel unsettled; he needed to complete his task with all haste. He was about to give up, believing the doctor to be elsewhere, when he spied the shape of a figure beyond a white cloth screen. He approached the cloth, cursing any slight noise his boots made on the workhouse timbered flooring. His blade was in his right hand, at the ready. With his free hand, he reached out and grasped the cloth screen. In one movement, he ripped the cloth aside and moved forward at a pace, plunging the blade into the figure of his intended victim. But the doctor did not fall as he had expected. The killer stopped and stared in disbelief at what he’d thought to be the doctor. The skeleton stood unmoving, a coat hung about its shoulders. His confusion dulled his other senses; he did not see or hear Fitzgerald silently emerge from beneath a table to his rear. Or sense danger, as the large wooden tool swung towards is head. His world turned black.
 
Within the hour, the killer opened his eyes. As his sight became clear so did his desperate situation. A gag in his mouth prevented anything more than grunting. His limbs were fixed to the table with leather straps, his torso, held tightly by a much larger strap, serving to prevent even the slightest of movement. His eyes widened as the face of Dr Fitzgerald loomed into view.
 
“These tables hold many unfortunate souls that were ripped from their world by an act of violence. For instance, Mrs. Holbrook over there, an elderly woman who apparently only ever did acts of kindness for her fellow man, were you the one that extinguished her light?” He tried in vain to shake his head. “I guess that you would not tell the truth, after all, you are a killer and how could I trust you? A killer is a dealer in deceit, I should know.” She raised his own knife before his eyes. “This is a fine knife, a brutish, manly blade. I fear my own,” she raised a far slimmer blade, “is not that sort of beast, but it is I assure you, wickedly sharp.” She drew the thin blade across his forehead causing his flesh to split apart. He moaned, groaning with pain, tears welling in his eyes. “Come now that was no more than a scratch. My mother endured far worse at the hands of my father. Years of violence that ended in murder. I was witness to the slaughter and to my father facing no punishment for his crime…” she gave a brief chuckle, “until I had grown and perfected my skills to wield a blade.” A knock sounded at the door. “Oh, what a shame, don’t worry I won’t be long. She placed the blade on the table and pulled the cloth screen into place. She strolled without a care in the world to the far side of the room. He heard her open the door and then heard the distant, but audible sounds of her voice and that of two men.
 
“Yes.”
 
“Forgive me Dr Fitzgerald, Inspector Faraday has sent us to ensure your safety.”
 
“Really? That is most kind of the Inspector. Alas. I have many duties to attend too.”
 
“Inspector Faraday believed you would say that. He said we were to ensure you were not disturbed.”
 
“How very kind!” He heard her say as the door closed.
 
Moments later, she was once again standing over him. “I do apologise but the constables will ensure we are not disturbed again. “Oh, I was telling you about my father. He was my first,” she sighed, “in truth, it was not a thing of beauty. In my defence, I was excited and hadn’t learnt to control my emotions. The four that followed were a much better showing. My blade spoke for the innocent, justice for the mistreated. I feel you will be a triumph… it will be slow and torturous. Although, I realise you cannot share in the delight. I am grateful to you for allowing me the opportunity.” He saw her blade descend towards him. His intended scream was no more than a muffled grunt, and one that refused to leave the interior of the room.
 
∞∞∞
 
Emily placed a fresh dressing on Jack’s thigh. As she did so, William paced like a caged tiger from one side of the room to the other. He paused now and then to glance through the window into the street below.
 
“William, will you take a bloody drink,” Obadiah growled. He was sat preparing a number of pistols; including the pepperbox that had been fired in the park.
 
“Drink? My men could be dying out there – I should be combing the city.”
 
“And achieve what? You have no idea where they are and London is a great beast of a place. You are better off here and be ready to welcome them home.” William, however, stopped listening. His eyes had been drawn to the carriage that had suddenly stopped directly outside his home. As he watched he saw Isaac half step, half tumble from the carriage. Without saying a word William rushed from the room. Emily tried in vain to prevent him heading down the street, grabbing hold of his arm, though William managed to shake her grip in the corridor.
 
He emerged from his front door, sensing Obadiah at his rear. “Stay and watch for trouble, Isaac.”
 
“What happened?” noticed his friend’s pallor, and then his blood-soaked torso.
 
“We were attacked,” Isaac replied. William helped him into the safety of the household and he and Obadiah laid him gently on a couch.
 
“Where is Tom?” William asked.
 
“He’s dead.” Isaac struggled to keep his emotions in check; the thought of the young man’s death was almost too much to bear. “We stopped at Gamages…Tom stepped in a puddle and decided to wait outside. He wanted to remove the soaked boot and sock. I was only gone a few minutes, William – I am so sorry.”
 
“Calm yourself. Emily, we need bandages.”
 
Emily grasped Bessie by the hand and led her in the hunt for medical supplies. “Come with me. We may need to rip some sheets. We have no idea how many more will arrive with injuries.”
 
As Emily left the room, William helped Isaac from his jacket. “What happened to Tom?” he asked.
 
“By the time I came out to look for him, he was already dead. They must have been following us, and took the first opportunity.”
 
“So how did you come to be injured?”
 
“The bastards were crouched over Tom’s body. They... God, it’s unspeakable what they did to him –”
 
“What, Isaac? What did they do?” William asked, fearing what Isaac was going to tell them.
 
“They – they had cut his head off.” Isaac was shaking. He covered his face in his hands. “Why do that to a man? They would have taken my head too… one walked away with Tom’s head as the other tried to kill me. I froze – and he cut me without me raising a hand to defend myself. I would have died, but the man with the knife started to insult Tom. He told me the lad had cried for his mother,” Isaac began to sob. “He laughed, laughed at Tom’s misery.”
 
“How did you escape?”
 
“Oh, I didn’t run. He shouldn’t have laughed at poor Tom. I killed him…” Isaac suddenly looked angry as the tears washed the despair from his face. “He isn’t laughing now.”
 
“Good. The bastard deserved to die.” William replied.
 
“But why take Tom’s head?” Isaac shook his head unable to comprehend the act of violence.
 
“I don’t know what drives their insanity, they did the same to the professor.”
 
Isaac was shocked to hear the professor’s fate. “What happened to Jack?”
 
“He was attacked in the park. I believe the Ripper has decided to wipe the city clean of my men. Hired thugs are hunting us, we still await news from Goss, John and Abberline.”
 
“Abberline is in London?” Isaac looked at William enquiringly.
 
“We believe he has been lured back to the city.”
 
“That would mean that the Ripper has influence at Scotland Yard. How else would he know the Inspector’s location in Liverpool?” Isaac paused as Obadiah started to clean his wound. He shifted uncomfortably but forced his mind to focus through the pain. “And why lure Abberline back to London when you could have easily slit his throat in Liverpool? It’s symbolic William, and the murders are for your benefit.”
 
“I am not sure how killing us can be for my benefit.”
 
“They are not killing us, William. There has been no attempt upon your life. They are laying the bodies of your friends at your feet. They are destroying those that show you loyalty. There is an old saying… that suggests that by ‘cutting the head from a snake destroys the body’. I believe they are cutting the heads off the body, to destroy the head. They know that your men and also your friends, they clearly deem it as a weakness.”
 
Hearing Isaac’s words did not amuse William. He walked to the window and gazed into the rain drenched streets and wondered whether his men were alive or dead.
 
∞∞∞
 
Gossup knew he was being followed. He knew that perhaps he should seek out a more public place for safety; a plethora of witnesses could deter a possible attack. Gossup, however, was not that kind of man. During the years he’d served in the ranks of the British army, it was true that his name had become infamous. If a dark deed needed to be carried out, then his would be the first name called for by various commanding officers. If enemy scouts needed to be silenced before the main column went into battle, Gossup would ensure that they never saw the light of another day, or raise an alarm.
 
The docks as always were teaming with life. Gossup, sought a small pocket of peace, a place for him to do his work. It did not take long for him to find such a location, a section of the docks that was home to spoiled and broken crates that reached skywards. In a few hours as the light failed, the less fortunate of the city would descend on the location and pick it clean. The watchmen didn’t even try to prevent the theft; the docks after nightfall, were no place to pick a fight. That, however, would be long after Gossup and his followers had settled their differences. Gossup swooped to collect a broken pick handle. It would make a clumsy and unsophisticated weapon but no less effective than the finest blade.
 
Gossup waited in the shadows. As two men rounded the crates, Gossup swept the broken pick handle through the air. One of his would-be assassins crumpled beneath the impact, and as he fell he collided with his comrade, and both were sent sprawling.  Only one remained conscious, and he held his blade aloft to ward off any further attack. The pitiful threat was answered with another sweeping blow with the pick. His forearm snapped beneath Gossup’s ferocious blow, and the blade dropped harmlessly to the ground.
 
Gossup threw down the pick handle and drew the wickedly curved custom-made blade from his jacket. “Now, why don’t you tell me why you wished me harm?”
 
“Paid to do so,” the man replied through gritted teeth.
 
“Who by?”
 
“I don’t know, our entire gang were given targets.”
 
Gossup was suddenly concerned, his friends were obviously in danger. “What were your orders?” the man refused to speak but the look on his face was worth a thousand words. “You were going to kill me – your gang hunts my friends.” Gossup leaned in close and clasped the man by the hair.
 
“You work for the police… you have to take me in,” the man declared but his tone was one born of fear.
 
“I work for William Harkness, and I am no copper.” He brought the blade sweeping down; it sliced the vulnerable flesh of the man’s throat. The would-be killer raised his one good arm to his neck. He felt the cut. The relief was visible for all to see as he realised that the cut was not fatal. Gossup moved close to his enemy and locked him a thunderous stare. “This is your first and last warning; stay away from me and my friends or the cut will deepen.” Gossup stepped back and then brought his fist up with all his might. The blow caught the man squarely on the jaw. Gossup strode away, determined to seek out his friends. To his rear two men lay beaten, cut and unconscious.
 
∞∞∞
 
A knock sounded at the door of the Harkness household. William picked up the pepperbox and moved silently to the window. He carefully peered out, but the angle was poor and the visitor was standing too close to the building to reveal his identity. William told the others to remain where they were as he ventured to see if it was friend or foe who had come calling. The door was jerked open, and the pepperbox pistol rose immediately.
 
“Well, I have had better welcomes.”
 
“Fred!” William rushed forward and embraced the unsuspecting inspector.
 
“I think I preferred the pistol.” Abberline was taken aback at William’s unusual show of emotion.
 
“Come inside, quickly.”
 
Moments later, Frederick Abberline was shown into the sitting room and a beverage thrust into his hand. He observed the weapons on the small table and the bloodied bandages that adorned Jack and Isaac.
 
“They are hunting us down, Fred.”
 
“Who are?”
 
“I’m guessing the Ripper’s hired thugs. The Professor and Tom are dead. Isaac and Jack as you can see are injured, and we are yet to know the fate of Goss and John. We also believed that you were a target.”
 
“There are two men on the floor of my lodgings that testify to that fact.”
 
“Did you question them?”
 
“It proved to be difficult. One has a hole where his head should be and the other will not wake for a number of hours.”
 
∞∞∞
 
The day wore on as those at the Harkness residence awaited news. On hearing the metal rims of a carriage wheel as they scraped to a halt, William rushed to the window. He observed Faraday step into the street, and then felt relief as the familiar faces of Gossup and John came into view. The three men were welcomed with enthusiasm. William gratefully shook Faraday’s hand for bringing his men safely home. Frederick Abberline cut across the celebrations. “We still have killers out there. I think it best for you and your men to leave the city.”
 
“I will not run,” William replied, indignant at the suggestion.
 
“It’s not running, it’s withdrawing to a position of safety until we have an opportunity to assess the danger. We have a man in custody – let the police do their work.”
 
Faraday interrupted, “William, he is right, your men are in no condition to continue the fight.”
 
“Then my men will go to Cloveney, I will stay.”
 
Emily’s tone was stern. “William! You will not dessert your men.”
 
“Emily, you don’t understand.”
 
“I don’t understand?” She was flushed with anger. “I watch you leave each day not knowing if you will return. The only thing that brings me comfort, is knowing that these men stand at your side. Loyalty goes both ways, William, you will stand at their side.”
 
Emily’s anger forced the room into an awkward silence. It was Frederick Abberline, who finally braved the embarrassment.
 
“That is settled then - William you will go to Cloveney until we have done our work.”
 
“No,” Faraday interrupted once more, “Abberline, you will be accompanying William. We cannot do our work with you being one of the hunted. It would put the men at risk. Do not argue, this is London and for the time being, I have superiority.”
 
“Very well,” Abberline grumbled.
 
“One hour, William. I shall have transport to carry you and your household to Cloveney Hall. You will have an escort, but they will need to return once your journey is at an end. Are you able to look to your own protection?”
 
“Yes, I have men at Cloveney.” It was a half-truth. He knew some of the staff at Cloveney would want to help keep him safe – whether he would accept their offer was another matter.
 
“Then I will take my leave.” Faraday gave a nod to the rest of the room and made his exit.
 




Chapter 27
Rain lashed the darkening streets of London. William, watching from an upstairs window, observed the scene in the street below, as Faraday, dissuaded not by the weather and the lack of light, remained true to his word. Three carriages arrived at William’s home within the hour. Each carriage had a constable at the reins and another seated next to him, armed with a rifle. Flanking the carriages were eight mounted constables, all appeared to be carrying rifles and sidearms.
 
William and the other members within the household moved without fuss to the awaiting transport. Jack and Isaac were both afforded help because of their injuries against their wishes. Emily, however, cut through their bravado. She pointed out that the longer they took to reach the transport the wetter the bandages would become and applying dressings in the carriage would be no easy matter. Both men faltered beneath her withering stare. Faraday approached William as he stepped out of the front door, with two constables at his back.
 
“These two will watch your home. If the killers see that the place is under guard, then perhaps they will think you are still in residence.”
 
William held out a hand to the Inspector. “Thank you, Faraday, now get yourself out of this downpour.”
 
William did not rush for the shelter of a carriage he dawdled until he was sure that each passenger was safely aboard the transports. He also wondered if those that wished his men dead were watching. If that was the case, then he would not give them the enjoyment of watching him scurry away like a whipped dog. When finally he opened the door of the lead carriage, he paused before climbing in, for he still had doubts over leaving the city. The slender hand of Emily, emerged from the interior, grasping him by the jacket, and pulling him in.
 
Before the carriages had gone more than a hundred paces, William flung the door open and leapt into the street, moving at speed. William heard the constables dismayed yells as they fought to bring the horses under control. William ignored the calls for him to return as he ran to a doorway where, from the carriage window, he had viewed the small body of a boy.
 
As William brought the child back to the carriage, cradled in his arms, he felt Emily’s eyes on him as she watched him from the open door. The boy, Alfie, was soaked to the skin and felt like ice to the touch.
 
“Is he...” she faltered; afraid to finish the question.
 
“He’s alive but won’t be for long if we don’t get him out of these clothes.”
 
“Do we go back?”
 
“No, get him in the carriage.” William passed the boy through the doorway. He turned and raced to the back of the carriage. He grappled with the strapping that held the luggage in place. Moments later, he had returned to the carriage with a case. He jumped on board and immediately stripped the boy of his clothes. When the boy had been re-dressed in a few of William’s garments, he was laid on Emily’s lap. She held him close to share her body heat. Alfie was trying to speak, but his apparent exhaustion prevented any coherent sentence. Eventually, he slipped into an uneasy slumber. Before long, William joined him.
 
Sometime later, the convoy stopped and William dismounted from the carriage to stretch his legs. The rain had lessened to a depressive drizzle and he was joined by those passengers who were also awake and needing to ease their cramped muscles. William moved to the back of the convoy and watched the road they had recently travelled. It was not long before John, Abberline and the injured Jack, were standing at his shoulder.
 
“Any sign?” Abberline asked.
 
“If they have skill then they could be twenty paces away, and we would be none the wiser.”
 
“Well if they are getting information from the Yard, then they will know we are on the move. They are just as likely to be waiting for us on the road up ahead, as following us. Hopefully, Faraday has applied his covert skills, when arranging our carriages.” William was surprised to hear his friend admit that Scotland Yard may have been infiltrated by the Ripper’s followers.
 
“We have to be prepared for all possibilities.” William replied. William saw that John was looking pensive. “Are you all right, John? You look deep in thought. Is anything bothering you?”
 
“Will Tom be buried?” John asked, turning concerned eyes to William.
 
His words made William realise how painful the death of Tom would be to John. He had, after all, been more of a father than friend to the young man. William’s mind had been more focused on protecting the living, rather than understanding their grief. “We will ensure he gets a funeral befitting his sacrifice. He will not be forgotten, John.”
 
“He was a good lad… his mother will need to be told.”
 
William could not think of any words that would soothe John’s grief, he simply placed a comforting hand on his shoulder.
 
“Well if they do come, it will cost them dear.” Abberline’s statement was a clear attempt to change the sombre mood. The other men nodded their agreement.
 
William took a flask from his jacket and offered it around the small group. On its return to his hand, he took a drink and then made one last visual search of the road to their rear. “We had best continue with our journey, Cloveney is no more than two hours away.”
 
∞∞∞
 
Sir Simeon Harkness was working late in his study when he heard the arrival of the carriages. Looking out of the window, he was amazed to see not one, but three Hackneys arriving. “What on earth…” he muttered under his breath. Good God, it’s after midnight! he thought to himself with a cursory look at his pocket watch. He left his study and moved with purpose through the substantial hall of Cloveney. He threw open the main door, his confusion turning to joy as William stepped from the lead carriage. Sir Simeon strode forward to greet him, sensing something was wrong from his son’s exhausted, worried features.
 
“William?” Harkness grabbed his son by the arms and pulled him in an embrace.
 
“Father, please forgive our unannounced arrival,” his son replied.
 
“This is your home – you come and go as you please. However, I am guessing that this is no mere social visit.”
 
“Two of our number are dead. Another two are injured… it seems the Ripper has grown tired of our interference.”
 
“Then you had best come inside.”
 
“Father, wait...those that wish us dead, they may well have followed us here.”
 
“And you think I might turn you away. Cloveney will always offer food and warmth to friends.”
 
“I did not think you would turn us away, but our presence could prove dangerous for you and those that serve Cloveney.”
 
“The choice will be theirs to stay or leave, now come inside.”
 
Passengers and baggage were soon entering Cloveney Hall. William thanked the constables and watched as riders and carriages began their long journey back to London. Sir Simeon Harkness strode to his son’s shoulder. “So, do you think those that wish you harm will visit us?” he asked.
 
“I cannot be sure.” William was frowning.
 
“William, I spend my days in the presence of politicians. A straight answer would be appreciated and make a pleasant change,”
 
William turned to look at him. “Yes, they will come, and soon.”
 
Simeon Harkness smiled and his son raised an eyebrow at him. “Then we must ensure that we are ready to give them a suitable welcome. Tomkins!” Simeon called out, as a frisson of excitement shivered through him. Simeon waited until his servant appeared. “Tomkins, I want you to assemble all the staff in the hall. When that is done, you are to collect every firearm in the household and bring them to my study.”
 
“What, all of them?”
 
“Yes –  and Tomkins?”
 
“Yes, sir.”
 
“Hurry along, there’s a good fellow.” Tomkins nodded and walked back into the house passing Gossup heading in the other direction.
 
“Where are you going, Goss?” William asked.
 
“Someone needs to watch the road.”
 
“You can’t go, you need your rest.”
 
“William, you lead, that is what you are born to do. Out there in the shadows is what I am born to do. It has to be me because I am the only one that can do it.”
 
William nodded. “Be careful. I have lost enough friends today.”
 
∞∞∞
 
The staff started to file into the hall. Sir Simeon waited patiently until each one was in position before he began to speak. He told them of the danger that was heading towards Cloveney Hall. He made it clear that the choice to remain would be theirs alone and choosing to leave would not put their position in the household in doubt. Those that chose to leave but lived at the hall would be taken to the nearest village, Drayton Marsh, and found lodgings until the threat was over. Some of the staff did not reside at the Hall and only stayed the night when their duties required them to do so. They too would be taken from the hall. Patrick the gamekeeper immediately declared that he would stay, but Sir Simeon Harkness refused.
 
“But I would like to do my bit, sir.”
 
“You have three small children, Patrick. Besides, I want you to help prepare the carriages. Anyone with young children will not be staying, your duty to them comes before Cloveney.”
 
“I will stay.” The voice belonged to a short and rather plump elderly woman.
 
“Do you think you will be an asset in a fight, Dottie?”
 
“I can swing a pan, but it might be an idea to feed our guests.”
 
“Thank you, Dottie.”
 
In all, five chose to stay. More would have happily remained, but Sir Simeon Harkness decided that they should leave. It seemed to William that his father was trying to keep his employees out of harm’s way. Indeed, within the hour he had ensured that those departing Cloveney Hall were crammed into two carriages and sent on their way.
 
Tomkins laid the firearms on a long side table within the hall. Some were of a fine quality, used when Sir Simeon entertained influential men who liked to hunt as they talked business. Some of the firearms were less functional and used as decoration around the hall. Fortunately, Simeon Harkness was not the type of man to keep a weapon on the premises that was not in working order; even if it was unlikely to be used. The issue was not in the amount of weapons, but in the available ammunition. The weapons that were in daily use had a ready supply, the older ones would only be afforded enough ammunition for a couple of shots before they were reduced to no more than clubs.
 
Preparations were made to secure the household. A task that was not as difficult as William had first imagined. As a boy, he had been ignorant of the importance of security, but his father entertained important men, and their safety had to be guaranteed. Besides, Simeon had made plenty of enemies as he had gained influence in the Empire. Despite the lateness of the hour only Bessie decided to retire for the night. William suggested that Emily should follow suit, but Alfie had still not stirred from his sleep, and his head rested in her lap.  The injured were afforded fresh dressings for their wounds, and Dottie provided them with a hearty meal. It consisted of mainly cold meats, but the nourishment was well received.
 
When the preparations had been completed, William and his father finally took their seats with the others. William had not eaten all day, and it suddenly dawned on him just how hungry he felt. Obadiah immediately thrust a drink into their hands and placed a prepared plate of food at their side.
 
“So, when do you think they will come?” Simeon’s tone was neutral and showed no hint of panic.
 
“In truth Father, I can only guess. I thought that I was beginning to understand the way the Ripper thought. I can see the reasoning behind the slaughtering of dollymops. It created anger among the lower classes but ensured Scotland Yard would be slow to act. We must acknowledge that the law’s focus on the murders was reduced because it was, in their view, only tarts being butchered. I can even understand the removal of Mrs. Holbrook and her friends because I think they were, in the Ripper’s eyes, unwanted players in his game. I doubt he ever saw them as a serious threat.”
 
“You think he sees murder as a game?”
 
“Oh, I think that is all it is to the Ripper.”
 
“But what about Cronos, and the followers who he has amassed?” Isaac asked moving in closer. “I am sorry, I did not mean to interrupt.”
 
“Its fine,” Simeon replied. “I was just about to ask the same question.”
 
“I believe the Ripper is just an ordinary killer, I have no doubt that some of those slaughtered that reside at the workhouse are there because of his very own hands. Where the Ripper isn’t ordinary is in his intelligence. He must have known that eventually he would be discovered committing one of his grisly acts.  He likes the control; the feeling of life and death being within his hands. The murders go back many years. I believe he found the cult responsible for them, and joined it. His intelligence allowed him to dominate those around him and now he wields the cult like a blade. He keeps the control, but removes the chance of arrest.”
 
“So why is the hunting of your men out of character?”
 
“After the death of Joseph Locke,” William placed an apologetic hand on Isaac’s shoulder. “The Ripper sent me a letter.”
 
“What?” Isaac was astounded.
 
“It did not say much but it did welcome me to the game. It’s my belief that the Ripper has chosen me as his opponent. He knows that I would not be a worthy opponent without my friends.”
 
Simeon gave a small chuckle and smiled. “Then it’s obvious, all is not well in his little group.”
 
“How do you draw that conclusion, Father?”
 
“I have sat on many boards and dealt with those that wish a business to go in another direction or worse think they should be seated at the head of the table. You say these attacks on your men are not in the Ripper’s character. Then I suggest he has either lost power, or has felt the need to offer up sacrifice in order to placate those that are challenging his reign. Both situations do not bode well for the Ripper and could lead to his capture.”
 
“If we live long enough,” Isaac nodded ruefully.
 
“Exactly.” William replied. He looked around the room, for the most part; his friends were keeping themselves busy. Abberline was checking the firearms as they arrived and Emily changed bandages. He wondered if he should give a rousing speech but realised these were not soldiers. They did not march for the glory of country or regiment. He decided that perhaps today, quiet reflection was best for each of them. He walked amongst his friends, offering a smile and the occasional comment.
 
The muted conversation was brought to an end as a knock sounded at the main entrance. William allowed Tomkins to answer it as he and Obadiah pointed pistols in anticipation of an attack. Gossup slipped inside and declared that Cloveney Hall had uninvited guests.




Chapter 28
“How many do we face?” William asked.
 
“It’s difficult to tell in the darkness. I would guess between twenty and thirty men,” Gossup replied. He walked into the sitting room and poured himself a drink.
 
“Firearms?”
 
“Impossible to tell. I did not see any, but that doesn’t mean they are not there.”
 
“How close?” William was determined to get a clear picture of what he faced.
 
“I am not out of breath because I took a gentle stroll back.” He motioned for William to join him at the sitting room’s window. “They are no more than ten minutes, if they move with haste.” He pointed at the main road. “They have split into two groups and are using the woods on either side of the road to disguise their approach.”
 
“Thank you, Goss, you had best get some food.”
 
“If it is all the same to you, I can do far more out there, in the trees.” Gossup stretched out a hand and stole a large chicken leg from Jack’s plate.
 
“Then be careful.”
 
“Careful? It is them that need to be careful. Beasts are not the only dangerous things that prowl those woods tonight.” He used the chicken leg to give a mock salute and then slipped out into the night.”
 
“Is he really that good?” William’s father asked.
 
“Oh yes – I almost feel sorry for the murderous bastards.”
 
“I was actually eating that chicken,” Jack grumbled.
 
∞∞∞
 
Gossup moved from shadow to shadow. Then, quite abruptly he came to a halt. The unmistakeable sound of untrained men attempting to walk through woodland reached his ears.  Gossup shook his head, the men may be killers, but they were not soldiers. He moved to a large tree, the roots of which clung to the ground like a monstrous, grasping hand. As the enemy drew nearer he slipped beneath one of the massive roots. As he found comfort, the rain began to intensify, and played its hurried tune on the leaves above. He pulled his collar up around his neck and took a bite from the chicken he had stolen from Jack.
 
Within minutes, nearby footsteps sounded, accompanied by the breaking of branches and the occasional curse as a man lost his footing. Gossup remained perfectly still as all around him, men were moving towards Cloveney Hall. Eventually, the sound of men began to lessen and his diminutive figure rose from the tendril-like roots. His senses were in perfect tune with the darkness. Picking his way silently through the trees and undergrowth he made his way towards his prey. Now and then he would pause to get a sense of where the enemy lurked. Then he heard another fall of water that differed from the rain as it cascades through the plethora of leaves. A few paces to his front he listened to the guttural grunt of a man as he emptied his bladder. Gossup covered the few paces between himself and the pissing man in seconds. His blade was drawn and then sliced into flesh without ceremony. The time for mercy was at an end. The time had come to go to war, and killing was his craft.
 
*
 
The figure in the hood raised a hand to signal his men to stop at the edge of the trees. He looked across the road and found the moonlight just enabled him to make out the other group had reached their position.  He then turned and for the first, time noticed that some of his men were missing. He gave a silent curse at their stupidity for becoming lost in the woods. However, their absence was not causing him concern; he believed that he had more than enough men to wipe out William Harkness and a Harkness’ meagre handful of men. Once the task had been completed, Alpha would be finished, and he would take his place at the head of the table. He would lead the followers of Cronos to greatness. He raised his hand and gave the signal for his men to advance.
 
∞∞∞
 
Observing from the sitting room window, William saw the first figure at the far end of Cloveney’s courtyard, as it darted behind a statue. He turned to face his friends and family. “Emily, it’s time for you to go upstairs.”
 
“But William...” She began to remonstrate but the look on her lover’s face discouraged any further complaint. As she moved, Alfie woke for the first time,
 
“What’s happening?”
 
“We need to go upstairs. Bad men are coming, but William won’t let them hurt you.” The boy physically shrank; the fear plain for all to see.
 
“Will you do something for me, Alfie?” William asked. “I am afraid that Emily is too easily frightened.” He picked up an old duelling pistol that he had only recently finished loading. “I want to send her upstairs, but I need a good man I can trust. Will you keep her safe for me?” He passed the pistol to the boy.
 
“Yes.”
 
William looked at Emily and winked. She gave him a sarcastic smile. “Your powers of persuasion know no bounds, my love.”
 
William was satisfied that he had made sure that Emily had no choice but to go upstairs. He watched as she took Alfie by the hand and then allowed him to lead her upstairs.
 
“Listen, we do not have much time,” William said, turning to his men. “The windows, except for the one in the sitting room, have heavy bars. Unless they have explosives then they will not gain entry. That leaves the main entrance, the sitting room window and the rear door that leads to the kitchen. Both doors are sturdy but can be forced if we give them time to do so. The men attacking this place are not soldiers, they are a rabble. If we hit them hard they will run. If they manage two charges on our position, I will be surprised. Have any of you served?” Only Tomkins spoke up. “Then you shall watch the rear door. Dottie, do you know how to load a firearm?”
 
“Load and fire, there are plenty of rabbits that can testify to that.”
 
“Good then I want you and...” he was embarrassed not to know the names of the two men standing with Dottie.
 
Simeon came to his rescue, “Billy and Joshua, they work in the stables.”
 
“Billy, Dottie and Joshua I want you to pick an upstairs window that enables you to see into the courtyard. Be ready but do not fire until you hear our first volley.  After that just shoot at anything that moves in the grounds,” he paused for a moment, “but remember we have a man out there. You have all seen Gossup, make sure that he isn’t one of your targets. As for the rest, we will make our stand at the easiest point of access. We are close enough to cover the main door. There are at least thirty paces of open ground before they reach the house. We will hit them as they are half way across.”
 
“They will have to be closer than that for me to hit,” Isaac smirked.
 
“Then let us hope your aim isn’t needed. I would rather they did not get that close.”
 
William could see figures moving in the distance. They had spread out, which showed that they at least possessed common sense. A closely-packed target would have been too easy for defenders to hit. He looked down at the hunting rifle and knew at a distance of no more than twenty paces it would be difficult to miss. He looked at the men and was presented with nervous faces. These were not soldiers and though they proved to be capable men, battle was a different beast. “Isaac, you did not tell me about your findings on Sir Rufus Thom.”
 
“What – oh yes. It seems that he was an enterprising young diplomat. For a time, he was expected to rise through the ranks. There was a scandal, the information is not complete, but it seems he was caught giving secrets to a foreign government. However, partly because of his position in society and partly, I imagine, because he knew too much, a public trial could have proved embarrassing to powerful people. He was quietly removed and retired to live out his days in the country.”
 
“Is he involved in all this?” Simeon asked.
 
“You know him, father?”
 
“I know of him. There is little that escapes the gossips of London. A shamed diplomat living as a hermit, claimed foreign agents were trying to kill him. He used to take shots at any poor soul that happened onto his land by mistake. Apparently, there are rumours that he spent his last few years in the company of a single house keeper, and that she was with child.”
 
“Now that is interesting,” Isaac began, “Thom left the world with no named heirs. However, I have seen documents saying that there was a claim placed against his estate. However, some of the documents have disappeared and I could find no identity of the person who had made the claim.”
 
William suddenly sat up straight. “Well, Sir Rufus Thom will have to wait, get ready.”
 
The attackers had obviously decided the household had fallen to slumber. As they had reached the open ground they had decided that pace was their best tactic.  They had covered half the distance to the house, when the window to the sitting room exploded, quickly followed by a small volley from the upper reaches of Cloveney Hall. Three men were thrown backward with the momentum of being hit by bullets. others screamed and grasped at wounds. Chaos engulfed them, some racing for the hall, and some turning on their heels to run for the shadows. As a military manoeuvre, it was a complete disaster.
 
*
 
William fired again. An attacker running for cover suddenly clasped a hand to his neck and then collapsed on to the ground. His plan had been executed to perfection but the battle was not yet won. Some of the attackers had managed to reach the Hall and those that ran from the gunfire were now safe in the shadows. He was also unaware that a small group had decided that the rewards were worth another attack but would skirt around the Hall and find another way in. William’s focus, however, was on the front of the hall, as for the first-time, gunfire was coming in his direction. The return fire was sporadic suggesting that few of the enemy were in possession of a firearm.  Suddenly, shards of glass exploded as a statue from the courtyard was hurled through the sitting room window. William and his fellow defenders were forced to dive out of the way; no easy matter for those that were injured. Two of the enemy immediately climbed through the debris. Unfortunately for the attackers they found William’s father and his favourite shotgun waiting for them. One man died instantly and fell taking Simeon down with him. His comrade was injured but as he attempted to rise from the floor, a barrel was placed at his head. Obadiah looked at the man, smiled, then pulled the trigger. A third man rushed through the window, but John grasped the man by the arm and snapped his neck with no more difficulty than chicken being prepared for a Sunday roast.
 
“That’s for Tom, you murderous bastard.” John had little time to celebrate his kill as a bullet smashed into his right shoulder. He swung around and then toppled to the floor. Isaac dropped to the floor and applied pressure to the wound, but as he did so the shooter appeared in the window. Without hesitation, Isaac lifted one of William’s pepperboxes and pulled the trigger. When the blinding light and acrid smoke cleared, the attacker was gone, but the remnants of the window were covered in a ghoulish red paste.
 
The front of the house had suddenly gone quiet, but a gunshot sounded to the rear. Sir Simeon Harkness had regained his feet, brushing the dust from his suit. Calmly, he spoke,
 
“Obadiah, would you care to join me at the rear of the house?”
 
“It would be a pleasure, Sir Harkness.” William heard the exchange and couldn’t help feeling both men were enjoying themselves.
 
∞∞∞
 
At the rear of the house, Tomkins fired his shotgun through the rear door. For a moment, the gun shot had put a stop to the men that were trying to force entry. However, the lull in violence directed at the entrance did not last. Then the sound became a regular, heavy thudding; the attackers had obviously found something substantial to aid their admittance. Tomkins looked at the door with growing concern; it was at that moment that Sir Simeon Harkness and Obadiah arrived.
 
“They will be through there any moment,” Tomkins announced.
 
Simeon quickly assessed the situation. “Here give me a hand,” he called out.  He started to drag the large heavy kitchen table towards the centre of the room. The two men immediately responded to his order. When the table was finally in position, it was tipped, with some difficulty, on to its side. The three men then took shelter behind the makeshift barricade.
 
At that exact moment the door frame splintered, and the obstacle to the attacker’s prize had finally yielded to their onslaught. Seven men attempted to storm the doorway at the same time; their eagerness provided the defenders with an easy target. A volley of fire erupted from beyond the barricade, all of its deadly missiles concentrated on the narrow doorway packed with bodies.  Three men fell, and then a fourth, as Obadiah fired. Of the rest, one turned and fled into the night. One charged the barricade only to be swatted like a fly as Simeon reversed his shotgun and used the makeshift club with skill. The third, and final attacker, dropped his knife and raised his hands. Obadiah strode over to him and delivered a brutal kick to the groin. He then grasped a handful of hair and lifted the man’s head. For the first time, the old man realised that the attacker was no more than a boy.
 
“Do you want to die?” he growled.
 
“No...no,” the boy stammered.
 
“Then run away, and don’t look back, because I might change my mind and come after you. Do you understand?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Then go.”




Chapter 29
The fighting to the rear of the house was at an end. The attackers who’d been attempting to gain access at the front of the building had fared no better than those at the back. The dead and wounded lay strewn around the courtyard, the survivors, in full blown retreat to the woods and beyond. The hooded figure ran after them shouting, but they ignored his cries, panic deafening their ears, perhaps. The moment of glory he’d held in his hands, slipped through his fingers like grains of sand. Within minutes he found himself deserted by his men, left all alone with thoughts of what might have been.
 
The crack of a branch sounded to his rear. “At least one of you is not a coward.” He turned, but as he did so, a burning agony sliced through his thigh. He stumbled backwards and pulled out his own blade. Just as the knife felt the cold night air, it was kicked from his grasp. He pulled the hood free from his head, feeling hot, as though he teetered on the very edge of the fires of hell. He looked at his assailant. “Please,” he sobbed. A blow to the chest sent him sprawling into the dirt. He tried to rise, but his enemy dropped down on top of his chest. He felt knees pin his arms to the damp, filthy ground.
 
The assailant’s tone was filled with malice. “William wants you taken prisoner, he wants you to give up your secrets. Personally, I don’t believe in talking to the killers of my friends. You took the heads of my friends, it’s only fair I take one in return.”
 
The trapped man began to scream as the blade was pushed deliberately and slowly into his flesh. Moments later the screaming turned to anguished gurgles… and then silence…
 
Gossup rose from his victim clutching his grotesque prize in his hands.
 
“That is justice in my world.”
 
***
 
William carefully stepped from Cloveney Hall. Despite the possibility of danger, his mind was awash with thoughts of the Ripper. As he surveyed the dead and injured, William began to feel that he had been manipulated. These were no professional fighters. They were no more than thugs, amateurs who’d had no appropriate military training. The Ripper had sent these men here knowing that they would be cannon fodder, meaning that amongst them, were men who he wanted out of the way. Men who challenged his rule. The devious bastard had William and his men to do his dirty work, by disposing of his enemies for him.
 
“For a battle, it was a prompt affair,” Simeon announced, as he and Obadiah joined William.
 
“Hired thugs rarely have a battle plan. I suppose we should offer assistance to the wounded. I doubt any will be able to offer a name for their employer.” William replied.
 
“Obadiah had a captive, but he let him go, didn’t you Obe?” Simeon said, his tone, teasing.
 
“He was just a boy,” Obadiah grumbled.
 
“Boys kill as well as men when their mind is set to the task...” William’s words trailed away as another thought raced through his mind. “Boys kill as well as men,” he repeated. In his mind, he tried to fix all the pieces of the puzzle into place. Kostya, Stand, Simms, and Holbrook – all murdered. The crimes were committed without witnesses, apart from Alfie who’d been witness the killing of Mr Stand. The killers did not know about Alfie; they had no idea that Stand did not live alone. Why didn’t they know? The Ripper followers don’t just turn up, they learn about their prey before they strike. Each crime planned to perfection; potential witnesses poisoned to keep them out of the way; a mother and her son murdered to keep their mouths shut. William was suddenly concerned. He had placed the boy in his home, given him a pistol to guard over the woman he loved. He looked to the upper levels of Cloveney Hall and concern became panic. “Come on, quickly.”
 
William and his companions rushed into Cloveney Hall and immediately took to the stairs. As they reached the upper landing it dawned on each of them that they had no idea which room held the boy. There was little choice but to split up as Emily’s life could depend on finding the boy. Each of them moved to a different room, and carefully peering around a door before moving inside.
 
As William entered a third room, he spied a figure on the bed. He silently paced across timber and rug, determined not to wake the figure. Finally, he was within touching distance. He pulled back the covers, ready to strike out should it be a trap. It was Alfie. The boy lay on the bed, a gash across the top of his head, giving ample reason for not waking. William moved in closer and to his amazement the boy was still breathing. Perhaps he had been wrong about the boy? That meant one of the attackers had managed to enter Cloveney and had taken Emily. A creak on the floor timbers made William turn around. His father entered the room.
 
“Father, look after Alfie, I must find Emily.”
 
Further down the landing, Obadiah entered another room. All seemed normal, but as he made to leave, a decorated screen crashed to the floor. The old man drew his pistol, but could not fire. Emily was stood perfectly still. A hand held her hair, and a pistol was pointed at her temple.
 
“Drop your weapon.”
 
“I don’t think so, girlie,” Obadiah replied.
 
“I will kill her,” Bessie threatened.
 
“And then I will kill you, very, very slowly,” he growled.
 
“Then I will kill you.”
 
“I am not the only one searching these rooms. You shoot me, and they will be upon you. You are out of options, girlie.” Obadiah lowered his pistol to show that he did not fear her.
 
“My brother will come, and he will burn down this house.”
 
“Who is your brother, Bessie?” The question came from the doorway. William slowly walked into the centre of the room to stand alongside Obadiah. “Is he the one that attacked Cloveney?”
 
“He will tear this building down,” she repeated.
 
“Bessie, the attack is over. Nobody is coming to rescue you.”
 
“Liar! My brother will come, we shall have our inheritance and we shall lead our people to the golden era. He found me when I thought I was lowly born. He gave me life and plucked me from the gutter. We will have our beautiful home.”
 
William could tell that Bessie was beginning to lose her grip on reality. “If your brother led that attack then he is most likely dead, and if you have failed the Ripper, then you know your time is coming to an end.”
 
“No!” She screamed and turned her pistol towards William. Obadiah, instinctively raised his weapon, but Bessie had seen the movement. She turned her pistol back to the old man and fired. William leapt across attempting to push Obadiah from harm’s way. For a moment, the world stood still. Then William rolled over, the front of his jacket smeared with blood.
 
Emily observed the crimson stain on William’s jacket and screamed her anger. She threw her head back making contact with the bridge of Bessie’s nose. Her fury was not yet quenched; she wanted to tear Bessie apart. She charged forward picking Bessie from her feet. A moment later, breaking glass and splintering wood sounded as the window gave way. Bessie’s scream filled the air. The terror-filled cry continued until a faint thud brought it to an end. Bessie was gone from the room, broken apart on the courtyard below. Emily raced to William’s side.
 
“It’s not me Emily.”
 
“But the blood?”
 
“It’s Obadiah – they have killed my Obadiah.”
 
Emily glanced at the old man. His eyes stared toward the ceiling without the slightest of a flicker. William crawled to the old man and raised him into his arms and wailed his grief. So powerful was his cry the entire house was made aware of his endless woe. Sir Simeon Harkness had heard the cry and raced to be at his son’s side. On seeing his oldest friend dead upon the floor, he sank to his knees and joined Emily and his son in their grief.
 
∞∞∞
 
Two days later Cloveney Hall was as if haunted. The vibrancy usually associated with the country home of Sir Simeon Harkness had undergone a metamorphosis. The building and the people within it, had been stripped of their energy since the death of Obadiah Godspeed. The dead and injured amongst the ranks of the attackers had been removed from the hall, but they had left behind an unseen stain. Emily knew It weighed heavily on Simeon, who like his son, had loved Obadiah and known him for so long.
 
Sir Simeon had decided that his dearest friend would be buried at the Hall. The household had prepared solemnly for the funeral. One man however, was conspicuous by his absence. Simeon Harkness pulled Emily to one side. “Forgive me, Emily, but William needs to be here.”
 
“I have no idea where he is, Sir Simeon, he did not spend the night in our bed.” She looked at him, feeling the sadness in her own eyes. The elder Harkness, as always, was impeccably dressed. His moustache was trimmed to perfect symmetry and not one hair on his head was out of place. Emily however, looked closer and observed a man who had not found sleep easy to come by. The visible redness around his eyes showed that even the rich and influenced could feel heartbreak. “I have an idea where he could be,” she told him, raising a hand to his cheek. “I will find him Simeon.”
 
Minutes later she stepped out into the light of the day. Despite the brightness, the chill stung the flesh of her cheeks. She wondered if she could keep her commitment to the elder Harkness. Nonetheless, she pushed across the courtyard. She tried to ignore the signs of violence that had erupted two days previously. Statues showed the signs of errant bullets and the gravel beneath her feet kept the sporadic patches of crimson, which resiliently remained, despite the previous day’s light drizzle. She left the courtyard and turned down a small track that ran in front of the woods. She entered a meadow, which in turn gave way to a large orchard.
 
William was sat on a tree stump; a small pony nestled his shoulder in attempt at gaining attention. She approached silently, not wanting to disturb his thoughts.
 
“You would never make a hunter.” William announced without turning.
 
“I have no need to hunt, my prey likes to be caught.” She moved to his side and was relieved when he reached around her waist and pulled her close. “What are you thinking?”
 
“Oh, many things. I sometimes think my head will explode.”
 
“One problem at a time and we can resolve them together.”
 
He turned and looked at her and then gave a brief smile. “I have been trying to get the whole Ripper, Bessie, Obadiah mess in some sort of order.”
 
“And how far have you progressed?” She was surprised that he seemed so calm. She had expected her lover to be filled with sadness.
 
“I believe the Ripper did not want the attack against my men. I also believe, he knew that his rivals would be destroyed. Bessie is far more difficult to understand. She seemed to believe that an unknown brother would come to her rescue and they would both inherit a fortune. I’m guessing that the inheritance is the estate of Sir Rufus Thom.”
 
“Was there no sign of the brother?”
 
William grimaced. “There was a man in the woods that was clearly in charge of the attack.”
 
“Did he escape?”
 
“Not exactly, he met with Gossup. He is in no fit state to answer questions. Not that I think he would have been forthcoming with answers.”
 
“You must have a theory?”
 
“Only, that the Ripper has ways of learning secrets. I’m guessing that Thom denied his children, refusing them their birth right. He most likely split brother and sister up and then sent them away. If Bessie believed her father to be the man she had lived with as a child, then it was most likely at an early age that she was sent from Thom’s home. She probably couldn’t even remember Rufus Thom. I expect the Ripper united brother and sister and he, or they, killed Thom. Somehow Bessie and her brother broke free of the Ripper’s spell and then challenged for the leadership over the followers of Cronos. But it’s just a theory.”
 
“Sounds plausible to me.”
 
William gave a rueful chuckle. “Anything sounds plausible where the Ripper is concerned. I even thought Alfie was the killer. I couldn’t understand how he had left Slaughter Yard without injury and then suddenly appear as we were leaving the city.”
 
“I spoke to Alfie. He told me that he had seen Bessie, enter the Slaughter Yard. One of the constables was asleep, apparently, she was being rather friendly with the other, and when the opportunity arose she killed them both. He escaped through the window without her ever seeing him. He had been so scared that he just ran. A few hours passed and he finally reached our home, but Bessie returned and he saw her on the steps. He didn’t know if it was just Bessie that wanted him dead. So, he stayed close by but was too afraid to approach the house.”
 
“He must have been terrified, not knowing who to trust. At least that is one threat which is in the past. The children of Rufus Thom cannot hurt anyone now.”
 
“Shouldn’t we visit the home of Thom?”
 
“We will - but it will be a pointless task. The Ripper will have moved on by now; we will have failed again.”
 
“Failed? William, you thinned his ranks, which is far more than the entire police force managed. No, you have not failed, you simply haven’t succeeded yet.”
 
William laughed at Emily’s outlook. “We need to get back to the Hall.”
 
“We do?”
 
“That is why you came, wasn’t it? It’s time to say goodbye to an old friend.” He rose from the stump and took her by the hand.
 
∞∞∞
 
They did not rush their return to the Hall. As they strolled William tried to hide his dread at seeing Obadiah being lowered into the ground. William knew that if he let it, the grief he felt at the loss of his friend would overwhelm or even destroy him. An inner strength had risen to the surface. That strength had been born of hatred for the Ripper; the architect of so much misery.
 
In the distance, a crowd came into view. William’s throat became dry and the act of swallowing became almost impossible. They both crossed the gravelled courtyard and then continued down the right side of Cloveney Hall. They moved through the crowd and came to a halt just as Obadiah’s coffin was being lowered into the grave. An old family friend, Rector Cardwell was talking, but his words were lost on William as he stared into his friend’s resting place. It wasn’t until his father stepped up to say some words for Obadiah, that William focussed his attention on the proceedings.
“Obadiah Godspeed was a member of my staff. He ran errands, poured the drinks and ensured my household ran with military precision.” Simeon’s voice began to break.  “He was my friend, advisor, and someone I trusted beyond all others. When I was found wanting as a father, he stepped forward and ensured William had a man on which he could rely,” he paused to wipe a tear from his cheek.  “He was a sour, cantankerous, old goat, but I loved him as a brother. He in turn, loved Cloveney Hall and those that call it home, though he would never admit the fact.” Simeon looked into the grave. “This has been, and will always be your home, Obadiah. Good-bye my friend.”




Chapter 30
The day after the funeral of Obadiah, Cloveney Hall was a sombre affair. Faraday called at the Hall early in the day. However, his attempts to communicate with William proved unsuccessful. Both William and his father were absent from the main house. Emily made the inspector welcome and invited him to take breakfast. Although conversation was muted, it was nonetheless, carried out between individuals who had grown closer in recent days. A new unity was forged; the bonds that held the small group together had been reinforced through tragedy.
 
The stunted talk was brought to a halt when William and his father entered.
 
“The horses are saddled, we ride for Sir Rufus Thom’s estate.” William expected to shock some of them as he had so far shown no interest in following that line of investigation. Judging by the look on their faces, he had succeeded.
 
Emily was the first to recover her senses. “But William, some of these men are injured.”
 
“We have prepared a coach. Those that wish to remain can do so.” He was not surprised to see every man stand.
 
“This is madness. Jack, you can hardly walk. Isaac and John, your wounds require more time to heal.”  Emily protested.
 
“We will heal well enough in the coach,” Jack replied.
 
“Foolish, pig-headed men.” Emily’s temper was beginning to rise. “Not a thought for your bodies or those you leave behind.”
 
William strode over and pulled her into his arms. Before she could she could speak another word, he moved in for a kiss. It was  deep and passionate, and Emily’s resistance had faded. William finally broke the embrace as his men filed passed the couple. Emily was breathing deeply, cheeks flushed in response to the kiss.
 
“Wait I’m not finished,” she called after them, but she knew that she had lost the opportunity to convince them to stay. As the men climbed aboard the carriage, and mounts, she raised a hand to her own lips. It was as though she could still feel William’s passion upon them, and she could not help but smile. Her concentration was broken as Sir Simeon Harkness walked to her side.
 
“Do not concern yourself for William’s safety. He has the bit between his teeth – save your prayers for any poor soul that stands in his way.”
 
“This killer whom he pursues is no ordinary man, Simeon. He has influence and an intelligence that matches his insanity.”
 
“I cannot deny that the Ripper is dangerous, or that he has influence. Nonetheless, I would place a hefty wager on my son, no matter the odds. Besides, William has a weapon that he did not previously possess.”
 
Emily turned to look at Simeon.  “What kind of weapon?”
 
“He now has Sir Simeon Harkness and all his wealth and influence at his disposal.”
 
“Does William know?” Emily was unsure that her lover would want his father being active in the investigation.
 
“We discussed it at great length this morning. In truth, it was William who raised the prospect, and I am only too willing to provide assistance.”
 
“But why, Simeon?”
 
“There are few people in this world that truly care for me, Emily. In truth, probably more than I deserve. Obadiah was my friend and I will not rest until the Ripper and his followers are destroyed.”
 
∞∞∞
 
The journey to Rufus Thom’s home took just shy of one hour. On their arrival, two impressive wooden gates stood guard to the estate. William dismounted and inspected the gates, to his surprise, the slightest pressure was enough to reveal that the entrance was not locked. He put his shoulder to the task, within moments, the path to Thom’s Hall was clear.
 
The road stretched into the distance, but both mount and carriage moved at speed. Before long, the home of Sir Rufus Thom came into view. It was not as impressive as Cloveney Hall, but William could tell that it would have cut a fine sight in its former years. Those days, however, were long since gone. The grounds were poorly kept and had a distinct unloved feel. The carriage and horses came to a stop and William, and his men dismounted. They gathered in a line facing the main door, weapons drawn in case danger was near.
 
The door to the Hall opened, and to their surprise an elderly man stepped from the building.
 
“Hello,” the old man greeted them, matter-of-factly.
 
“Who in God’s name are you?” Abberline growled.
 
“Bob,” the elderly man replied.
 
“Ermm – Bob, what are you doing here?” William asked. He was a little confused by the emergence of the man.
 
“I’m paid to keep the candles burning in the dining room.” He didn’t explain any further or enter pleasantries. He simply walked passed William and his men, went on his way.
 
Everyone glanced at each other with an amused confusion.
 
“Come on, let’s get this over with.” William slung his weapon across his back and strode into the Hall.  In a sitting room, they found a portrait. The frame was old but the painting within was clearly a relatively new addition. The canvas showed Bessie with a male, he shared her china doll-like complexion. Gossup confirmed it to be the man he’d killed in the woods at Cloveney. It was not a revelation; William had come to terms with his theory on the identity of Bessie and her brother. He knew that the only answers, if any, would be obtained in the dining room. After all, why would the old man be paid to keep candles lit in only one room.
 
The room in question was found. A long dining table dominated the room, upon which more candles had been lit, most likely by the old man who had just left the house. Curiously, the table was set, but at four of the settings, the plates were covered by black handkerchiefs. William immediately knew that it was symbolic for the four members of Cronos that had been killed. However, William’s focus was primarily on the setting at the head of the table. On the plate was an envelope and without looking, William knew it was addressed to him. He strode purposely along the length of the table and clasped the envelope. He turned and noticed that each of his men was watching him. He knew what he must do. He prized the envelope apart and pulled a letter from within.
 
Dear William
 
My gratitude
 
Jack .......
 




The End
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