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Prologue

He was the best man I ever knew, and he was the worst. He was capable of great compassion, and great cruelty; moments of genius and others of utter stupidity.

I would not be the man I am today were it not for him. Indeed, I doubt that there would be any today had Ichabod Grimes not placed himself between the darkness and the light countless times and with little regard for his own safety. And yet he is unknown to those whose very existence he has defended at great cost over so many years. 

But now that he has gone where I cannot follow, it is time to set down a record of the man and the monster. I have instructed my representatives that these words are not to be published for one hundred years to protect those whose names appear within.

In truth, there were many times in the years since I first met him that I wished with all my heart that Grimes had remained no more than a nodding acquaintance, a shape I occasionally passed on the stairs or a ghost haunting the upper landings of the lodging house we shared with other working men. 

We first met over thirty years ago, and yet my memory is as fresh as if it had happened yesterday. I also have my diaries to refresh my recollection of the finer details. Grimes never understood my obsession with recording everything that happened during our time in partnership but now, as I sit here and compile my notes, I am grateful for the clarity these journals provide. After all, it would be easy enough to dismiss so much of what we experienced together as the fantasies of a deluded old man with an overactive imagination, but when I see these accounts, written in my own hand and in straightforward sober language, I feel the same reassurance as if I were able to witness the events again.

I beg you not to judge me too harshly as you read this account. I was not then the man I am today but I have chosen not to alter the words I recorded, though many of the deeds I did back then shame me today.

I write this in February 1918, as the Great War continues to squeeze the lifeblood from the young men of Europe and around the world. It is ironic that, as the self-styled forces of freedom struggle with an imperialist tyrant, those same forces seek to suppress the hidden war that has raged for centuries; invisible to those who live out their lives above ground. Except when they become victims.

Those who are ignorant of history, it is said, are doomed to repeat it. It is my hope that, if living blood flows through your veins, you will be inspired to resist. And yet it is with a heavy heart that I write these words, and a heavy burden I place upon you. Like me, you will find that what you learn here cannot be unlearned. The future you believed lay ahead of you is as much a lie as the security you feel in the solid earth beneath your feet. 

I am sorry. 

Perhaps ignorance is bliss for some, but it is also, I fear, likely to be the end of the human race.

 

These things happened.

 

John Makepeace

4th February 1918


The Graveyard

December 1888

I stood in the doorway of my lodging house, wrapped the coat about myself and prepared to brave the weather. The lights of Bow Church shone fitfully, and if there were any sounds of prayer or song, they were drowned in a downpour of religious proportions. As I paused on the threshold, the bell-tower began to sound the hour of ten, fighting to be heard over the torrent.

I hesitated, torn between staying dry and the welcoming embrace of a pint of porter at The Black Dog. The public house lay less than a hundred yards away on the corner of Payne Road, and yet I knew I would arrive drenched and would sit, miserable, in a corner as I cradled my jug.

But that wasn’t the true debate raging in my heart. It would be easy enough to get dry again, but the aftereffects of another night drinking too much and returning to my modest lodgings too late would likely result in the loss of my job. I was a clerk at Sandwell’s Soap Manufactory which lay a half mile to the east and my superior, Mr Cheeseman, had told me only that very morning that one more late arrival or one more numerical error caused by my inebriation and I would be given my papers.

My superior! Had I been a common man, I would have spat onto the grimy street at the very thought. Cheeseman was the son of a farm labourer who had risen higher than any other member of his family, and he missed no opportunity to remind his junior clerks of this. He’d achieved this through sobriety and hard work, he said.

I, on the other hand, am the son of a baronet.

I had fallen so very far.

But I needed a drink. Tomorrow could wait.

Wavering on the threshold, I glanced left and right, waiting until there was sufficient gap in the passing traffic for me to get across without stopping. The last carriage swept past, I took a deep breath, and ran for it.

Reaching the other side, I pressed myself against the wall of a house and pulled my ulster tight. I began to move along the sodden street, my third-hand boots sploshing in the filth as my mind fixed on reaching the hostelry and downing something strong that would allow me to forget for a few hours. 

Picking up my pace, my left leg slipped from under me and, with a cry, I fell backwards. I landed in a wet heap then leaned to one side to rescue my hat as it rolled towards the gutter. I was about to put it on my head as the inner band caught my eye. I screwed up my eyes in the dim yellow light and read the owner’s name written there in permanent ink. The Hon. John Makepeace.

Honourable?

Quite suddenly, an image of a drunk beggar lying in a dirty and wet London street popped into my head. It had been so long since I’d cared what anyone thought of my appearance but imagining how I must look—though no one else had been desperate enough to venture out in this weather—was enough to have me haul myself to my feet. My hands climbed the slimy bricks and I brushed the worst of the dirt and water from my trousers before looking right to where The Black Dog lay a hundred yards further. I look right, but I turned left.

I was halfway back across Bow Road when a sudden impression of movement distracted me. My vision was blurry as my spectacles were wet, but I was certain I’d seen something. To this day, I do not know why I didn’t dismiss it as yet another minor mystery in a city of mysteries, but I turned and headed to the path. The movement had come from the direction of the Baptist Chapel but I could see that the place itself was dark. 

The rain renewed its efforts to wash me away, but I pulled the hat further down my forehead and followed the street to the foot of the stairs leading up to the chapel. To the left was the alley that led to the graveyard. I’d passed it dozens of times on my way to work and had paid it no heed, but tonight, in that deluge, I felt drawn to the dark patch of ground.

A howl of pain rent the air and I was certain it had come from the graveyard. I looked along the street, hoping to find someone to accompany me into the presence of the dead, but the other residents of Bow Road had remained in the dry, so I was quite alone save for the passing traffic.

What is it that compels a man to plunge into the unknown guided by nothing but animal instinct and curiosity? Whatever it was, reason or sheer lunacy, I found myself groping along the side-wall of the chapel, feeling my way brick by brick, until I reached the iron gate of the graveyard.

Over the pounding of the rain I heard another cry—but whether of pain or triumph I couldn’t tell. I fumbled my way through the gate and out among the gravestones. I tripped, barely managing to stifle a cry as I fell onto a stone slab, my hands slipping on the slimy moss. At least, I hoped that’s what it was.

The cry went up again and the rain eased enough to show a light shining from a window in the wall behind the graveyard. By its feeble illumination, I could see two shapes wrestling desperately—the one beneath squat and round, the one atop him lean and angular.

I felt in my coat pockets for any weapon but turned up nothing. Cursing myself for my stupidity, I nevertheless stepped forward. 

“Stop this! I said stop it! Do you want blood on your hands? Do you wish me to call the police?”

The figure on top, who seemed to my feeble eyes to be smartly dressed in black with patent leather shoes, paid no heed to me. The one beneath, who was obviously losing the battle, called out, “Help me!”

There was nothing else for it. Abandoning the last vestiges of reason, I ran across the remaining few feet and lunged at the thin man. Pulling on his shoulders, I succeeded in giving the underdog the opportunity to kick away, roll over and get back to his feet. Quite suddenly, the man I was attempting to restrain spun around and threw me bodily across the graveyard.

My intestines turned to ice as he ran at me, his face contorted with rage. A face that seemed to me in that moment to be nothing but pointed teeth and a ravening mouth.

He was upon me before I could recover, snarling like a rabid wolf. Desperately, I tried to push away the hideous jaws from which saliva fell in viscous curtains. Inch by inch he overcame my strength fuelled though it was by terror.

With a last heave, his jaws were around my neck and I felt his teeth puncture my skin. I cried out in pain and then shrieked again as my body crumpled under a sudden weight. 

Then the teeth loosed their grip and I felt my attacker rolling from me.

“Are you unharmed?” 

The squat man was silhouetted against the wan factory light. He looked down on me before pushing my head to the side and examining my neck. “I reckon you’ve been lucky, my friend. Another half inch and he’d have nipped your jugular.”

I scrambled away from him, raising myself against a gravestone. “What sort of madness is this? Is he a lunatic?” Grove Hall, a notorious asylum, lay not far from us.

“Yeah,” the squat man said.

In a flash, I recognised where I’d seen that shape before. “You’re Mr Grimes, aren’t you?”

He nodded and I noticed how pale he looked. I stood and went over to him, making sure not to look at the lean man with the caved-in skull lying on the ground. Even in the weak light of the factory lamps I could see that Grimes’ left arm was soaked in blood.

“We should get you to the infirmary,” I said.

He shook his head so violently I was forced to wipe the water from my face. “No! It is a mere scratch and I will attend to it myself.”

“And what of him? Should I contact the asylum and have them claim him?”

Grimes swayed a little before steadying himself and looking down at the prone figure. “No.” He regarded his attacker thoughtfully for a few moments as we stood in the mercifully easing rain before looking up at me. “Do you wish to be helpful?”

“If I may,” I said. I didn’t feel compelled to commit myself until I knew what he had in mind.

“Will you help me back to my room so I can clean myself up and treat my wound?”

I nodded. “Yes, of course.”

“And then I would like you to deliver a message, so that this … situation can be dealt with.”

“A message? At this time?”

Grimes’ pock-marked face widened into a smile. “There’s some who don’t sleep, my friend. Those who keep watch when decent folk like you are dozing in their beds or nursing a pint yonder in the Dog.”

“How do you know where I drink?”

His grin turned into a tired chuckle. “It’s not such a task to work out, but I’m getting the shivers and I’d be grateful to be beside a warm fire if you don’t mind, Mr Makepeace.”

“You know my name?”

“I make it my business to know all I can about those who share my roof. You can call it professional curiosity if you like. Come on now, give me your arm.”

So, with difficulty, I helped him out of the graveyard with many a missed step. I cast my eyes to where the attacker lay unmoving and, as the square face of Grimes emerged into the gaslight, I found myself wondering whether I was entirely certain that Grimes had been the intended victim. Then I remembered the teeth and hastened my footsteps towards the warmth of the lodging house.

The rain had finally ceased as we paused for breath outside the factory that was next door to our accommodation. In other circumstances, I would have enjoyed breathing in air washed clean of the smoke and smog of London and the peculiarly insipid aroma of rubber that pervaded the waterproof clothing warehouse we had stopped in front of.

“Just a few more steps,” I told Grimes. He had half sat on the railed wall and looked up at me. My breath caught as, in the yellow glow of the streetlamp, I finally saw his face. “By God! Your face is lacerated, Grimes—let me fetch a medical man, I beg you.”

He shook his head. “I don’t want a doctor. Just help me upstairs and do me the favour of delivering my message. Then I shall ask no more of you.”

I grabbed his arm and we staggered along the street. He was a solid man with a low centre of gravity, and I was struggling to keep us both upright. When we finally arrived at the door, I was forced to lean him against the wall of the porch while I found my key. 

There was a window to the left of the door, and I used the light escaping from a gap in its curtain to find the correct key before feeling for the lock and turning. The door swung open revealing a dark entranceway. The home manager, a drunkard called Derricks, took a perverse pleasure in making it difficult for his tenants to navigate the halls and stairs, especially when they’d downed a few pints at the Black Dog. So it was that we swayed our way along the corridor and up the two flights of stairs. We must have looked like two old soaks coming home from a long drinking session even though we were both stone cold sober. 

Grimes and I had rooms on the top floor—above us were lightless garrets that were never used. I wondered why Grimes had chosen to live here among the matchbook stampers, general labourers and marble polishers. He didn’t strike me as being a typical working man, for all his rough and ready appearance. There was a rugged intelligence about his features and the sense that he had seen much and knew many. As for myself, I was there because I was practically penniless and living among working men was preferable to sleeping on the streets or in a workhouse.

“Here, get my key out,” he said as we finally reached the door to his room. I clenched my teeth and felt in his coat pocket before pulling out the key on its small chain and turning it in the lock.

By the dying glow of the coal fire, I navigated him to his bed and helped him as he dropped into it, pulling the coat from his shoulders as I did so. Together we removed his bloody shirt, working wordlessly together as I then squinted at the exposed wound. 

“There’s a candle on the mantle,” he said. I found it, lit a taper from the embers of the fire and carried it across.

Holding the flame up to his arm, I wiped away the dried blood to expose a long gash cutting into the point of his shoulder. 

“That’s where he grabbed me, the sneaky devil,” Grimes said, wincing as he tried to look sideways. His neck, I noticed, was so wide and so thickly covered with stubble that he looked as though his head, with its unkempt grey locks still dripping with water, had grown out of his broad shoulders.

I dried the wound with my handkerchief and held the candle close.

“Careful, man!” he said, recoiling from the flame.

I pulled the candle away. “I am sorry,” I said, though it didn’t seem to me that I’d got very close at all. “But look here—this wound looks as though it has been made by the talons of a ravening beast.”

“You’re a detective now, are you?” he said with a grunt of derision. “Whatever your profession might be, I suggest you stick to it.”

I stood up and returned the candle to the mantelpiece. “For your information, Mr Grimes, my profession is teaching, and my vocation is writing, though I am, at present, working as a clerk at the soap works. And I know a claw mark when I see one.”

Grimes looked across at me as I stood, heated more by rage than the meagre fire, torn between leaving him to sort out his own affairs and my promise to deliver a message.

“Forgive me,” he said. “You have been of uncommon aid to me this night and without your intervention there is no doubt that I would be dead now.”

I nodded curtly, my anger and pride not quite ready to accept his apology with the grace it deserved.

“But you must understand that if I rebuff your questions, it is because of my gratitude for your help and my concern for your wellbeing, not in ignorance of them. Mr Makepeace, I am involved in matters that are dangerous to know and I urge you to keep me at arm’s length, once you have done me one final favour. I’m afraid it is obvious now that I cannot leave this room tonight.”

As he made to lie back, I lifted his legs onto the bed. “Thank you,” he said. “Now, will you be good enough to take down this message. It will mean little enough to you, and that is how it should remain.”

I took the candle from the mantelpiece again and placed it on a small table by the window. I pulled a sheet of rough paper from the stack and, finding no ink or quill, made do with a somewhat blunt pencil. 

“This is to be taken to Mister Jasper Doyle and you’ll find him in the King’s Head on the corner of Marshgate Lane.”

“I know it,” I said. Indeed, I had an enviable knowledge of the public houses of this part of London and, regrettably, those of most other neighbourhoods also.

He smiled at me as if reading my thoughts. “Good. Here is the message. RE- BOW BC. Have you got that?”

I read the message back to him and readied my pencil so that I could write down the remainder. “Yes, please proceed.”

“That is the message. Make sure to deliver it by hand to him and no other. Mr Doyle will know what it means and will take the necessary action.”

“He will contact the asylum? And then the police, presumably?”

With another wolfish smile, Grimes laid himself down and his coal black eyes gazed up at the equally dark ceiling. “He will take the necessary action, Mr Makepeace. Now, if you don’t mind, I would like to sleep.”

I got up rather too quickly and sent the chair flying. Grimes didn’t move and neither did he react when one of the lodgers in the room beneath began to bang on the ceiling. I picked the chair up and crept past his slumbering form as quietly as I could.

As I opened the door, I turned to look back, as if reassuring myself that these events had indeed happened and that I was truly about to go out into the night and find a stranger in a public house to hand a cypher to. I had blown the candle out and the air in the room, fetid enough at the best of times, now smelled of the dying coal fire and tallow smoke. There he lay in the dim glow of the coals.

I went through the door and, as I passed the threshold, I heard him say, “Thank you.”


Valentina

I stepped across the landing to my own room, turned the key in the lock and went inside. I’d left a low fire in the grate to welcome me back from the Black Dog and I cannot begin to tell you how much I wished I could slip out of my wet clothes and into the warm embrace of my bed. Instead, I achieved only the first of these and was at least able to emerge into the night air dry though chilly.

I set off along Bow Road heading towards The King’s Head which lay on Stratford High Street, no more than half a mile distant. It was now after eleven and passing traffic was sparse—the hour before midnight being the domain of the swaying drunk making his way back to his lodgings. Some of these night prowlers I knew by sight as being among the poor unfortunates in the rooms below those of mine and Grimes. Low though I believed I had become since my days in respectable employment, I thanked heaven that I had not descended so far as to be forced to sleep in a room with a dozen other men. No wonder they drink, I thought. What was my excuse?

I felt the air move as I walked across Bow Bridge. I don’t like water and especially when I know it is flowing beneath my feet, so I was glad to feel the solid metalled path on the other side. Fingering the pen-knife in my pocket, I looked left and right, examining each side street as I crossed it. I didn’t know where Grimes had met his attacker, but the image of those teeth was fresh in my mind and I fancied I could see dark shapes moving in the shadows, just beyond the range of my squinting eyes.

Finally, I arrived at The King’s Head. I sighed with relief as I saw the welcoming light coming through the glass door and made it my first order of business to soothe my dry throat with a pint of porter as soon as I arrived. To Hades with Mr Cheeseman—tonight’s events would have been enough to drive the most sober of men to drink. As I stood at the bar, I surveyed the inside of the public house and its clientele. They were both equally disreputable though the patrons were few enough by this time. 

Gas light flickered from the glasses and brass surfaces, but it was a dim place and soon enough I remembered my errand and motioned the landlord over.

“I’m looking for Mr Doyle,” I said, keeping my voice only just above the level of the background murmurs. “I was told he resides here.”

The landlord was a scar-faced man of middle years with the sort of rotund strength perfectly suited to keeping order in a working-class meeting place. He leaned on the bar and regarded me carefully while he absent-mindedly flexed his tattooed biceps.

“Who wants to know?”

This presented me with a problem. Like a fool, I hadn’t asked Grimes if he wished his name to be revealed to a third party. On the other hand, he hadn’t cautioned me against doing so. I am a somewhat unimaginative man and it’s this, perhaps, that means I am extremely uncomfortable telling untruths.

“I was asked to deliver a message to Mr Doyle by a Mr Grimes who is a fellow tenant at the lodging house on Bow Road. He was injured tonight and wishes me to inform Mr Doyle.”

I watched the landlord’s craggy face as his mind worked. “You ain’t with the peelers, then?”

I opened my mouth to speak, but he smiled and shook his head. “No, I don’t reckon so,” he said, leaving me feeling unaccountably offended. “As for Jasper, I ain’t seen ‘im since supper-time. Went out for a blow, he said. Not been back.”

“Do you have any idea where he might have gone?”

The landlord’s smile disappeared. “Look, mate, I ain’t my brother’s keeper, right? You want to go look for ‘im, be my guest. Or you can leave your name and I’ll let ‘im know.”

“I was instructed to hand the note to him in person,” I responded.

“Then I suggest you starts with the brothels.” 

With that, the landlord stood up, took my empty glass and swept it away.

I turned to go, determined to walk back to my lodgings and remonstrate with Grimes who, I suspected, knew exactly what sort of man this Doyle was, when I walked into a shape lurking in the shadows by the door.

My apology was interrupted by a harsh whisper. “You want to find Doyle?”

The stranger was of slender build, wearing an ulster and with a head that was completely covered by a rabbit-fur cap wrapped in a rough woollen scarf. I didn’t have time to properly compose myself, but I must have nodded because I was soon out in the cold night air.

“You’re a woman?” I gasped as the cap was pulled off to reveal dark hair severely tied at the top. When the scarf was unwound, I was left in no doubt. She was a woman of indeterminate age, neither young nor old, and of an appearance I can best describe as hawkish, though indisputably attractive.

“And you are observant,” she responded in the perfect English of the well-attuned foreigner. German, I suspected.

I ignored the barb. “Do you know where Mr Doyle is?”

“Follow me,” she said, before marching across the road with barely a look. I scampered on behind, aware that I was being manipulated by this striking woman, and yet unable to do anything other than to follow her.

She moved with fluid grace and I struggled to keep up as she strode along Stratford High Street. Finally, she stopped at a door, above which hung a sign that said Marshall’s. 

“He’s here?” I said, unable to hide my astonishment. “In the match factory?”

The woman pointed to the alley that ran alongside the factory. “He is in that shed.”

I looked from her to the wooden building she was indicating, and my blood turned to ice. Despite myself, I edged towards it to find the door half open. I pulled on the iron latch and it swung back to reveal a scene of such horror as I’d never experienced before. 

There, swaying gently in the half-light of the street lamps, was a body. Its throat had been cut, though there was little enough blood on the torso or, as far as I could tell, the floor, and it was suspended on a hook that, I could only imagine, had been thrust into its back. I only prayed he had been dead when that was done.

I choked down the vomit that was rising in my throat and croaked, “Do you mean to say that this is Doyle?”

She nodded but said no more.

“Did you have anything to do with this?”

“I did not kill Mr Doyle, if that’s what you mean,” she said. “I saw him leave and, when he didn’t return, followed his trail to here.”

“What happened? Who killed him?” I said as disgust turned to anger and frustration. “Why haven’t the police been called?”

The woman reached into her pocket and, to my utter astonishment, pulled out a packet of cigarettes. She took one and lit it, before offering the packet to me and then withdrawing it as I shook my head. “Why did your friend Grimes not call the police? Was he not involved in an altercation earlier this evening?”

“I don’t know why; I just remember that it seemed to make sense at the time. Something about a lunatic.”

“How much do you know of Mr Grimes’ business?”

“Nothing.”

She smiled. “Then you are fortunate. You can simply forget what you have seen here, hand me the message and walk off into the night. I suggest finding a different lodging house but, otherwise, you may continue to live your ordinary life.”

“But I promised to hand this message to Mr Doyle,” I said.

“Then do so, he is right there.”

I huffed about, pacing back and forth in the wet alley as the corpse swung. “I should return to Grimes and tell him of this,” I said, finally. 

“And risk the police finding the other body?”

“Whose body?”

She gave an amused grunt. “The corpse of whoever tangled with Mr Grimes tonight.”

“How did you know about that?”

“I didn’t,” she said, before taking another drag on her cigarette. “But it is the logical conclusion. You would not be here if Grimes were dead or if he’d survived uninjured. Therefore, he must have been attacked somewhere near to his lodging house and you were foolish enough to aid him. Perhaps your choices narrow, Mr...”

“Makepeace, John Makepeace,” I replied without thinking.

I leaned against the wall of the factory, looking back to the road for any sign of the police. “Who are you?”

She seemed surprised by my question, and then, perhaps, pleased. “You may call me Valentina, and if you wish to return to your ordinary existence you will ask no more questions. Now, please hand me the message.”

“First tell me this,” I said. “The man that attacked Grimes had pointed teeth and I can see, even from here, that Doyle’s body is punctured. Could the same man be responsible for both crimes?”

Valentina sighed. “I told you not to ask any more questions, Mr Makepeace. This is my final warning. If I answer you, there will be no possibility of resuming your life as it was. If I answer, then you will be swept into events that are far more dangerous, far more shocking than anything you have seen before.” 

With this, she waved at the still swaying body of Doyle and I caught a glint of light reflected in his dead eyes as if he were warning me like some criminal on a gibbet. Do not follow my path, he seemed to say, or you will suffer the same fate as me.

I looked into her dark eyes. “Tell me,” I said.

 

 

My mind was in turmoil as we strode along the road back to the graveyard.  Valentina had revealed little—it seemed she was reluctant to expose me to the secret shared by herself and Grimes despite my insistence. What she did say only served to increase my frustration and I could feel my anger building as we neared our destination. 

The man whose body lay behind the Baptist Church was, according to her, a member of a secret organisation that indulged in what could only be described as satanic rituals. Their aim, she said, was to undermine civilised order and spark a revolution—Grimes was an agent of the government tasked with infiltrating this group and providing intelligence. If this wasn’t unbelievable enough, Valentina then revealed that she, also, was such an agent although not working for my government.

So, as we approached the graveyard I felt as though I was as much groping in the dark mentally as I was physically. The body lay where it had been left and I watched as Valentina knelt beside it and sought out the wound on the back of the man’s head with her fingers. I cringed as I imagined it, but no longer had any doubts of her capability to handle actions that most women—most people—would find disgusting. Something deep within my mind, some reptilian vestige from antediluvian times, was stirring as if I were a prey animal on the plains of the Transvaal. In all this uncertainty, I knew one thing—she was dangerous.

She drew her fingers up to the dim illumination of the factory lights and, for one horrific moment, I thought she was going to lick the blood from them. Her eyes met mine and it was all I could do to stop myself from running. We held the gaze for a moment before she gave a slight nod and resumed her inspection.

“Come, we must return him to the asylum.”

“So he is a lunatic!” I cried. “That explains everything!”

Again, her eyes locked with mine. “Does it? Well, if so, then let that be your way of rationalising what you have seen here tonight.”

I felt anger flood my body again. It was as if she were toying with me. “What better explanation can there be than that he is an escaped madman?”

“And what better place to hide the unusual than in a lunatic asylum?” she responded. “Do people not look the other way when they pass it? Madness is the hidden fear that lurks inside the minds of those who call themselves ‘normal’ and so they pretend it is not there. The irony is that they are correct to fear it and it is better that they do not examine it more closely.”

I helped her lift the body. It felt surprisingly light—or perhaps she was unexpectedly strong. “How are we going to get it to the asylum without being stopped?”

She pointed at the buildings behind the graveyard. “That factory backs onto Convent Green and the asylum grounds are on the opposite side.”

We pushed the corpse over the low wall that marked the edge of the chapel’s grounds. On the other side a narrow alley ran between the brick and tin sheds of the factory. There was a distinct tang of creosote and something else in the air—the Anderson factory made waterproof clothing so it might have been rubber, or some chemical used in the process of making felt.

We only had the light of the occasional lamp for illumination, but Valentina took us faultlessly along the alley and towards the northern edge of the factory. There, a more substantial barrier met us—a high brick wall—but she nudged my arm to direct me along the wall until we reached what felt like a studded door, though I could see little of it.

I could hear a scraping sound and perceived that Valentina was concentrating on a point halfway up the door. After a few moments, she gave a satisfied grunt and it swung open, squealing against hinges that clearly weren’t often used. Cool air wafted in from the open space beyond and we hauled our cargo through.

I couldn’t say how long it took us to reach the outer fence of the hospital and to then trace our way round until we reached the main gate.

A shape detached itself from a small booth beside the entrance.

“Hospital’s closed,” said the gruff voice of a man.

“We are returning one of Mr Peregrine’s charges,” Valentina announced.

The man’s demeanour altered instantly. “Oh, I’m sorry ma’am, didn’t recognise you. Of course, go straight in. I’ll send a signal through to the office.”

“Thank you,” Valentina said, before hoisting the dead man’s arm back around her shoulder.

We dragged him across the cobbled yard and towards the only lit set of windows on the dark facade of the block which, to my eyes, looked more like a prison than a hospital.

“Who is this Peregrine fellow?” I asked as we struggled with the dead weight strung between us.

“He is responsible for cases such as this,” she said. “Ask no more. You will meet him soon enough.”

And indeed, as we climbed the stone steps to the entrance, a man emerged and stood, arms crossed, awaiting us. He was a short man with dark hair that was receding from a high forehead. He wore a white coat and, for no obvious reason, round spectacles of black glass.

“It’s Klaus, isn’t it?” he said, holding out his hands and lifting the head of the dead man. He sighed. “I thought so, he has been so restless these past weeks, though how he escaped, I do not know.”

“I’ll expect a full report,” Valentina said and, to my surprise, rather than protesting, Peregrine nodded nervously and muttered an acknowledgement.

Valentina looked into the hallway beyond the door. “Where are the night porters?”

“I am sorry,” Peregrine said, “they are otherwise engaged, I am afraid.”

I felt Valentina’s sigh rather than heard it. “Will you help me, Mr Makepeace? At least then we will see the job to its end.”

I grunted assent though, in truth, I wanted nothing more than to turn around and leave this place never to come back. We followed Peregrine into the hospital’s entrance way, and I was soon quite lost.

More than once, as we walked those dark corridors, our boots squeaking on the polished floors, I was startled by a cry echoing from somewhere else in the hospital. It was only the little pride remaining to me that kept me going. If Valentina had been a man, I doubt I’d have made it past the entrance, but I was determined to show no weakness in front of a woman. Especially one as singular as she.

We finally paused outside a door marked ‘Mortuary’ while Peregrine found a key and turned it in the lock. An electric bulb hung from the ceiling, its light reflecting on two long tables that sat, side by side, in the centre of the room. Each had a marble surface and on one lay a body covered in a white cloth.

“He will have to wait here until the morning,” Peregrine said, indicating the empty slab but doing nothing to help as Valentina and I lifted the body into place. I could tell she was holding back her fury but couldn’t understand quite why. I caught her dark eyes and, to my horror, saw fear there.

I hurriedly pulled my arms from beneath the corpse, allowing the broken head to fall back onto the marble with a sickening slap, before following Valentina out of the door and back into the hallway.

“Now then, my dear Valentina,” Peregrine said in a steady, almost regretful, voice, “you know what must happen now. Please do not make this any more difficult than it needs to be.”

She turned suddenly to me. “Run.”

“What? Why?”

“Go!” She pushed at me. 

I hesitated no longer, setting off along the corridor and trying desperately to remember the twisting route we’d taken here. Over the echoing sound of my boots as I ran, I heard Peregrine’s voice. “Pointless. It would have been merciful to allow me to end it quick—”

His voice was cut off as I rounded the corner and headed in the direction, I hoped, of the front desk. My insides had turned chill and I thought only of escaping into the night air, though there could be little safety in that. All I knew was that to remain here was certain death.

Shapes moved in the shadows. I was being pursued. Steps coming at me from all directions. I felt, or thought I felt, hot breath on the back of my neck. There was an all-pervading sense of hunger and anticipation about the place. And the inmates—those who were still safely locked away—were screaming.

I turned a corner, then another. I was lost. A hand grasped my arm and I swung around ready to strike.

“Valentina!” I cried. In her hand she held a blood-soaked knife and her face was covered in scratches, her eyes blazing with rage and fear.

“This way,” she said, pushing me towards a corridor I’d have missed in my panic. 

A shape leapt out of the shadows and my arm exploded with pain. I was knocked backwards, dragging my attacker with me. All I could see in the half-light was a bald head, its jaws wrapped around my arm as it gnawed at me.

With a thud, Valentina thrust her knife into my attacker’s skull, showering me with blood. The jaw tightened its grip and then, mercifully, was pulled away.

I held my arm as she pulled me upright before yanking me over the body of my attacker and along the corridor. “Come!”

“What is happening? Who are these people?” I called as she ran ahead.

Suddenly, she stopped and turned around, grabbing my arms. “Be quiet! We are being hunted and if we are to have any chance of escaping this place we must be quick and we must be silent.”

So, I kept my thoughts to myself as we jogged quietly along the polished halls. Since that day I have been in many terrifying encounters, but it was that night, as we stole through the dark corridors chased by a pack of ravening monsters, that remains in my memory as my induction into the underworld and perhaps the closest I came to losing my mind.

Valentina stopped and put out her arm to hold me back. “We are near the entrance,” she said. “They know we’re heading this way and so we can expect at least some to have arrived here before us. Here.” She bent down and, to my embarrassment, lifted her black, tight fitting dress and pulled from beneath it a small knife.

I took it from her and, despite the dire situation, experienced a slight thrill at the thought that it had just recently been in contact with her skin, though it was oddly cold.

“When they come at you, aim for their head—that is the only way to hinder them effectively. Once outside, make for the main road as fast as you can. Run as if your life depended on it.”

I knew, as she regarded me with those dark mysterious eyes, that she was being quite literal. I also suspected that she was humouring me. I didn’t think she believed I would survive the next minutes.

“Ready,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady as my heart thundered in my chest.

She gave a slight smile, nodded and then ran into the main corridor. I hefted the knife and followed.

They were upon us in an instant. I saw something man-shaped grab Valentina’s arm, but was then bowled over, gasping as the wind was knocked from me. I yelled as I landed on my damaged arm but, in the same movement, brought my other hand round and, by sheer good fortune, lodged the knife into the side of my attacker’s skull.

I pushed the body away from me, yanked the knife out of its head and hauled myself upright. Panic erupted in my gut as I saw Valentina on the floor pinned down by two attackers. One sat astride her while the other held her arms down, his head at her neck. With a primal yell, I launched myself at the figure on Valentina’s stomach. As I remember this, so many years later, I can feel again the bestial fury that was awoken within me that night. I stabbed and stabbed again, slashing back at another attacker as it grabbed my arm. 

I pulled the thing at Valentina’s neck away from her and my knife swung through the air again. My hand shook as it penetrated the eye socket and I recoiled from the spurt of warm blood that spattered my face.

“Valentina!” I called. Her neck was violated by two puncture marks and her white face remained inanimate.

A voice broke the sudden silence. “A pity, and so entirely unnecessary. She sought to protect you and yet, as you see, she has failed, despite paying the ultimate price.”

I turned to see Peregrine standing with his back to the front doors of the hospital, an ugly weal spanning his face. Beside him stood a half dozen nightmarish figures in human shape with twisted features and protruding fangs. Their dark eyes regarded me with hungry anticipation, like hounds around a cornered fox waiting for the order to kill.

“What is this place?” I managed.

Peregrine gestured around at the dark hospital corridors. “It is a place of nightmares, Mr Makepeace. But, for you, the suffering will soon be over.”

He pointed at me and the creatures beside him advanced. I was transfixed by their murderous eyes and glistening teeth as they chattered in their excitement.

I got to my feet, pulled Valentina’s knife from her hand and stood at bay, though, facing such a horror, I felt like a boy with bow and arrow challenging a grizzly bear.

And then, quite suddenly, the air turned to flame.

Reflexively, I shied from the sudden fireball that filled the corridor, engulfing the monsters that had advanced on me, and that now reeled away, screaming in their agony. Then I regained control of my faculties and stooped to gather up Valentina. As I did so, she stirred, and I cried for joy in the midst of this inferno. “I can manage,” she whispered as I helped her to her feet.

“Thank God,” I said, “I thought you were dead!”

She smiled as she swayed. “Your god has little to do with it. But let us go.”

“How? We will be consumed ourselves.”

“He is here,” she said, before swooning. 

I turned to look into the bright orange flames that swirled mere feet away. As I did so, the white-hot centre seemed to take shape and I watched in utter astonishment as it resolved itself into the form of a man walking towards me through the heart of the fire. The figure emerged and the flame collapsed, leaving nothing more than a faint corona that framed his smouldering shape.

“Grimes!” I cried in utter disbelief.

He swayed a little before giving a brief nod. “Hurry,” he croaked.


The Others

I helped Grimes back into his bed. Immediately, his eyes closed, and he lay there, as still as if he were dead, his pale skin given a false glow in the candle light.

“You must watch over him in the coming days,” Valentina said as she sat in the chair I’d used mere hours ago to write the message I never delivered. “He had already been injured and the power he expended in that fire will have brought him to the brink. He saved us, and we must protect him from those who might seek to take this opportunity to strike.”

I sighed as exhaustion threatened to overcome me. “I feel as though I have been thrust through a door into another world—a world I know nothing of. Those creatures at the asylum and the one that attacked Grimes; are they … vampires? I can hardly believe I am even asking, but that is the only sense I can make of this night’s events.”

“It is not my place to educate you,” Valentina said as she rubbed her neck. “You must ask Grimes, when he has recovered.”

I went to protest, but she held up her hand and sighed. “But your conduct tonight has earned you some explanation at least. Please sit.”

I sat on the edge of the bed feeling almost overwhelmed by exhaustion and yet desperate to learn more.

“You are correct, up to a point. While the creatures you saw tonight are not the same as those related in Mr Bram Stoker’s story, he was certainly drawing on much older legends that were a distortion of the truth.”

She paused for a moment as if collecting her thoughts. “Mankind is not the only sentient species on this world, Mr Makepeace. Others were here long before humans first walked the plains of Africa and more have arrived since. This is not the only world—though the theories and explanations are as uncertain as they are beyond me. It is enough to say that the others have always been here.”

“For many centuries, they retreated as humanity spread like an infection across the face of the globe. But then there was nowhere left for them to go and they tired of running. There was much conflict and much death on either side for, though many of the other races are superior to mankind, in most respects they were inferior in one critical way—reproduction. Put a small band of humans on a fertile plain and within a century that country will belong to them. The others, though they produce offspring in many different ways, share one thing in common—they only do so rarely.”

“And so, just over thirty years ago after the bloodbath of the Crimean War, the two sides—humans and the others—came together to agree a truce. As part of the terms of that armistice, enforcers were appointed to police the peace by dealing with rogue elements. Enforcers would come from each of the parties to the agreement. Grimes is one such. I am another. And so our watch began.”

“You?” I gasped. I could feel bile rising in my stomach as panic threatened to overwhelm me.

I thought I could detect regret in her expression as she nodded gravely. “Yes, Mr Makepeace, I am one of the shadow folk—one of those some would call vampire.” 

She took one slender white finger and lifted her upper lip. I saw no fang there, but one of them, the canine, was clearly more pointed.

“That proves nothing,” I spluttered. “I see nothing like the teeth of those who attacked us tonight.”

“Mine have been blunted so that I am able to walk among humans.”

I examined her with my eyes for some time, not wanting to believe that it could be so. 

“Do not worry, Mr Makepeace. Much of what is reported by Stoker is nothing more than exaggeration and myth. We are much more alike than we are different. You have your criminals and we have ours, but most of us wish nothing more than to live in peace and security.”

“And drinking blood?” I asked, afraid of the answer.

She nodded. “Yes, we consume blood. But, then, we do not eat the flesh of animals—something we find disgusting. It is not our place to sit in judgement; we must simply accept that we are different and learn to live together.”

“I do not know what to say,” I stammered, looking across at Grimes. “Is he a vampire?”

She shook her head and I bit back the desire I felt for her as I was overwhelmed with guilt and confusion. I had not led a good life. I’d wasted my talent and the privilege I was born into by lavishing more attention on the bottom of a bottle than on cultivating what I had. I had been afforded more opportunities than I deserved and yet, in the end, I had squandered every one. 

But, for all that, mine was a simple enough story. I felt as though, in the space of a few hours, I had learned that it was all simply a veneer and those things that had seemed so important to me were like the petty intrigues of children who play while their parents plot revolution.

I snapped out of my reverie when I sensed her watching me. We locked eyes and I saw sadness there, as well as pity. “Grimes must tell you his own story, but no, he is not one of my people. And now I must go, there is a body swinging in a shed that must be reported to the police.”

“But will they not suspect you?” I said as she stood up and moved towards the door.

She turned and smiled. “I did not say I would be making the report, Mr Makepeace, merely that I will see it done. A man has died tonight—a good man with a story of his own—and he deserves to be treated with at least the appearance of respect. The Thames has quite enough bodies as it is.”

“Many of them put there by your kind,” I said bitterly.

“Indeed. And yours. Be careful when attempting to occupy the moral high ground, it may turn out to be rather less solid than it appears.”

And with that she left. 

I pulled Grimes’ chair across to the side of his bed and slumped into it, too exhausted to think of the wider implications of what I’d learned tonight. All I could focus on was the protection of the man I sat beside and the dull ache in my bandaged arm. 

The untidy white stubble and grizzly features that, when awake, gave Grimes such a singular vitality here, in sleep, made him look more like a waxwork exhibit from a freak show. Some sort of monster reconstituted from the mismatched parts of other men. His head, it seemed to me, was too large for his body and, whilst his legs were short and powerful, his arms were longer and almost ape-like. For a moment, my mind turned to the work of Mary Shelley, but Grimes was no reanimated corpse, he was a living man and he needed my care. Who knew how many lives depended on his surviving to resume his duties?

 

 

 

“Makepeace?”

My face felt as though it was stuck to the rough blanket of Grimes’ bed. And then adrenaline surged through my heart as I realised I’d fallen asleep. I sat up, shrinking from the light streaming in through the bedroom window.

“Be a good fellow and fetch me a bedpan, would you?” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

I heaved myself up, rubbed the life back into my cheek and then found the pan beneath the bed, mercifully empty. Not for long, I thought, and I suspected I would have the ignoble duty of dealing with it.

I turned away as he slowly and painfully raised himself up, swung his legs over the edge of the bed and began relieving himself. I sneezed on the acrid aroma that filled the room, struggling to hold back the vomit rising in my stomach.

“Well, my new friend,” he said as I leaned against the mantelpiece and attempted to compose myself, “it seems we have rather a mess to clear up.”


The Purge

At some point in the night, I made my way back to my room, having first locked Grimes' door as instructed. He had fallen asleep soon after I'd helped him with his ablutions. It's an odd thing indeed to find oneself in such intimate association with a man who, until only hours earlier, was nothing more than a recognised face. My years at boarding school, followed by a brief and unsuccessful stint in the army, had prepared me, at least in part, for helping this sick man, but there was something pathetic about him that awoke feelings of pity and, I admit, some disgust in his current state. 

I'd tried and failed to dismiss such thoughts as soon as they'd occurred, coming, as I knew they did, from those parts of the mind that have more akin with the animal kingdom than mankind. Even in this weakened form, I'd sensed there dwelt a power within him that was entirely alien to me. And so, I'd watched as he fell asleep, my mind still whirling as it tried to make sense of the night's events.

I desperately needed to sleep, but each time I closed my eyes I saw pointed teeth and animal faces. I must have dropped off eventually because I woke suddenly, my heart racing, as I imagined Valentina leaning over me, her lips drawn back like those of a monstrous bat, as she stooped to feed.

The lodging house inmates tended to wake before 7am and their tramping on the threadbare carpeted stairs below was enough to ensure that I awoke also, though I had no idea whether I'd slept for minutes or hours. It certainly felt as though it was the former. 

I relit the candle by my bedside and washed my face in the bowl of water I kept for the purpose beneath the windowsill. I have many faults—too many to list here—but I still take a little pride in my appearance and I did not wish to be seen by any of the lodgers until I had shaved and changed my clothes. 

Dragging the razor across my chin, I winced as the blunt blade nipped me. I could see why Grimes wore a beard, but I still had a vestige of pride so I ploughed on, wiping the blood from my neck with an old cloth and holding it up to the candle light. By God, I'd seen enough blood last night.

Eventually, the flow was halted, and I was able to pull on my shirt without staining the collar—essential since I only had two white shirts to my name. The one I'd worn to work the previous day had been soaked and left to dry and I didn't know what I'd do if this one became stained. I decided to keep my distance when I checked on Grimes and to get away as quickly as possible.

I knocked on his door and waited for a response. I was torn between the fear that something might have happened to him in the night and the hope that I could avoid having anything further to do with him. Presently, however, I heard shuffling footsteps on the floorboards and the door swung open to reveal his horrifically pale face. I barely noticed that, however, as I almost fainted at the disgusting miasma that accompanied him.

“Sorry, old chap,” he said. “Pongs a bit, I know. My pot probably needs emptying.”

I stepped back a little and nodded. “Indeed. I was going to suggest fetching you some breakfast, but I see, and smell, that there is a more pressing errand.”

“You're a good man,” Grimes said before disappearing into the darkness of the room and returning with the offensive item. His hand shook as he carried it and I almost reached out to grab him since, however unpleasant, carrying the pot was far preferable to having to clean its contents off the floor.

The privy lay in the yard behind the lodging house, so I had the odious yet delicate task of taking the pot down three flights of stairs, along the main hallway and out through the pantry in order to tip its vile contents into one of the three booths. This task was made all the more difficult as it was still dark, and the privies weren't lit. 

I reflected, as I tried desperately to hold my breath, that I had been born into a world where one's only responsibility when it came to such matters was, shall we say, the production and not the disposal. Many times over the years I had regretted the careless manner with which I had squandered my opportunities in life, but rarely as much as I did then, spilling away Grimes' effluent.

I turned back with relief and headed towards the light of the pantry window. Grabbing a plate, two thick slices of bread and a little butter, I made my way back up the stairs, nodding at the lodgers I passed on my way. All men, most of them on their way to work.

“Here you are, Grimes,” I said as I pushed open his door and stepped inside. 

Mercifully, I found him dressed and sitting in the chair at his table. The light of the candle flickered across his craggy face and I could see that he was still gravely ill. 

“But you should be in bed,” I said.

He took the plate from me and set it on his table. “Thank you, Mr Makepeace. Will you not join me?”

“No, thank you,” I said, “I find I have little appetite.”

Grimes gave a grunt and engulfed half the first slice in his mouth as one of the carp in the Serpentine swallows bread. “I learned long ago never to miss an opportunity for eating. Where are you going?”

I turned back from the door. “I must hurry or I will be late for work.”

“Oh, you'll not be going back to your former employment, my new friend. Not for now, at least.”

“Indeed?”

He lifted the remains of the second slice and waved it at me as he spoke. “You have seen too much and have learned even more. Do I not guess right that Valentina filled you in on how things stand?”

I shrugged. “She explained some of the events of last night, but she said I should look to you for my education.”

“Did she indeed?” he chuckled, spitting bread fragments over the floor and his bed. “Very crafty that lady. But she is right enough. You're working for me now. Can't promise you much other than poor pay and constant danger, but you'll be doing society a good deed.”

I shut the door for fear of being overheard and moved closer to him. “And what if I want to simply walk away and go back to my old life?”

“As a clerk in a soap factory?” Grimes said, laughing so loud I put a finger to my lips. “Oh, go back if you wish, I can't stop you. But make sure you come home before dark or I can't speak for your chances of making it back to your bed.”

“What do you mean?” I spluttered.

His face tightened in an instant and all signs of jocularity vanished. “They know you, John, and that puts you in peril. I am also a marked man, though they’ve learned to be wary of me. Nearly got me last night, for all my experience. How long d’you think you’d last?”

I sat on the edge of the bed and cast my mind back to the horrors of the night before. I’d be dead now if it hadn’t been for Valentina and Grimes. Or, looked at another way, had I not stepped in to aid him, I’d be heading to the soap factory for a normal day’s work. I realised that, in all likelihood, my normal life was over whether I liked it or not.

“I don’t know what to do,” I said. “I feel as though I’m caught between two awful choices—to run as far as a penniless man can go and spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder, or to stay here and fight. But I am not a fighting man, Grimes.”

He struggled to his feet, padded across and put his hand on my shoulder as he sat beside me. “You showed uncommon bravery last night and uncommon decency in coming to my aid. You stuck to your task when any sane man would have cut and run. You have it in you to fight; all you need are a few skills—and I shall be your tutor in that regard—and the courage you have already shown me. We are at war, my dear Makepeace, and we have need of you.”

I gave a brief nod and he hauled himself to his feet. “Come, let us tidy the room and let some light in. Unless I am very much mistaken, we will soon have a visitor.”

 

 

 

Sure enough, we’d barely had time to get his small room in order and for me to grab a slice of bread to break my fast when there was a knock at the door. 

“Come in, Jimmy,” Grimes said once he’d seated himself in the chair at his desk.

The door swung open to admit the young scruff known to us all as Jimmy Crivens. I need not recount the tragic story of how this young lad from Glasgow came to live in a home for working men in the south of England, suffice it to say that his was not the most desperate background and neither was he the youngest tenant.

“Mister Grimes,” he said, tugging an imaginary forelock, “genkleman downstairs says ‘e wants to see you.”

“Did he give you a card?”

Crivens nodded his head. “Oh aye, sir.”

“Then let’s have it!” Grimes roared.

The boy leapt across the little room in a blur and handed it over.

“Send him up, if you please.”

Crivens darted out of the room and we heard his thumping steps as he vaulted down the stairs two at a time.

“Little blighter’ll break his neck one of these days,” Grimes said with a smile. “Handy as a page, though. Has an instinct for the wrong’uns.”

I took the card and read as follows:

 

Charles McBride

Undersecretary, Ministry of International Affairs

 

“Do you know this man?”

“Oh yes. Charlie and I go back a long way. He’s the closest I generally get to my employers—if that is the correct word for them. A bit of a pompous ass, but not a bad chap as they go.”

We heard a steady tread on the stairs and a single knock.

At Grimes’ invitation the door swung open and in Jimmy’s place stood a tall man in dark clothes who cradled a top hat under his arm. He brushed the last of the morning’s rain from the cape of his ulster and then noticed me.

“Who is this?” He had piercing blue eyes set rather too close together behind an aquiline nose that served to remind me of a buzzard or even the legendary basilisk. 

“My name is John Makepeace,” I said, feeling flustered and under inspection.

McBride thumbed in my direction. “And what is Mr Makepeace doing here?”

“He is my associate,” Grimes responded with complete serenity.

“Since when?”

“Since last night when he saved me from having my neck chewed by one of Peregrine’s missing sheep.”

To my utter astonishment, McBride strode across the room and shook my hand with some warmth. “Well done indeed, sir. You don’t know how vital your action in saving Mr Grimes was. I expected to find him dead or missing this morning and was so relieved when the page told me it was not so.”

“What is this?” Grimes said. “I mean, I’m touched by your concern, but all the same.”

McBride let go of me and turned to Grimes. “You haven’t heard then? My God, Grimes, there was a purge last night such as we have never seen before.”

“I knew about Jasper, of course. How many others?”

“All of them, Grimes. Except you.”

Grimes’ pale face drained of all remaining colour and he slumped in his chair, shaking his head slowly. “All? No, it can’t be so. There were two dozen that I knew of.”

“Now there is just you,” McBride said.

“And me,” I said stoutly, though not truly understanding what had happened.

McBride shook his head. “No, Mr Makepeace. Crucial though your intervention was last night, Mr Grimes needs a suitable partner, one he can train to operate independently in time. If the truce holds, that is.”

“Who would be suitable?” I said.

“We will find someone from the forces—the marines, probably. Someone who already knows how to kill.”

Grimes banged his fist on the table. “You will not!” I was surprised to see that his face was wet. “Mr Makepeace is my partner and that’s final.”

“But surely a soldier would be a better choice; or even a policeman?”

“Did that help the poor devils who were massacred last night? Most of them were ex-servicemen as I recall. I tell you now, McBride, we were betrayed. One of us, or one of you, knew enough about our movements to be able to attack each of us when we were at our weakest. I don’t have partners, as a rule, but I will have Makepeace because he has the one thing no-one else can boast.”

McBride shrugged. “And what is that?”

“My trust.”


The Asylum

I hadn't imagined I'd ever go back to the asylum after the terrors of the night I spent there, but Grimes had been most insistent. He'd spent the day of our visit from McBride recovering in his room—though 'brooding' would be a better description. I am glad I did not have to accompany him on the dark paths his mind wandered that day, and I'd spent most of the day in my own room, doing what I could to organise my affairs.

I'd gone in to see him during the early afternoon. He was sitting on the side of his bed examining an object he was holding. “What do you think of this?” he said, handing it to me. I was taken by surprise, since these were the first words he'd uttered in several hours but was even more amazed by what I now held.

It was a brooch of quite exquisite craftsmanship. The gold mounting was somewhat teardrop shaped and covered by intricate traces of swirling patterns with two abstract eyes on either side of the central jewel. “Is it a garnet?” I asked, losing myself as I explored its scarlet depths.

“It is. I fancy you've seen your share of gemstones, but nothing like this.”

I nodded without taking my gaze away from the gorgeous thing I was holding. “Indeed. My family possessed many fine pieces but though this is a mere garnet, it is quite the most beautiful thing I've ever seen.”

“It's also older than anything your family was likely to own. Do you not recognise the design as Saxon?”

I turned it over. The reverse was plain but sturdy and unadorned save for some scratches I recognised as in the ancient runic alphabet, the futhorc, though I could not read the inscription.

“I confess I have never seen Saxon work before. It is exquisite.”

Grimes smiled. “And it is yours, my friend.”

“What?” I stood aghast and wearing what must have been a quite comical expression since Grimes burst into laughter. It was good to see the happiness in his face, though it lasted mere seconds before he resumed his stone-faced countenance.

“Listen. You are in too deep to back out—I believe we are in agreement on that score.”

I nodded.

“You have family?”

“I have no dependents except, possibly, my nephew. He is the son of my favourite sister. She died of consumption and he ended up in an orphanage.”

“He had no father?”

I felt my face warm. “None to speak of. He abandoned my sister when she first became ill. And so did my own father who had never approved of the marriage.”

“Do you wish to make provision for him?”

I thought about it for a moment. Of course, the correct answer was to say that I did, but, as I considered it, I realised I truly wished to do my best by him. How odd. After a lifetime of caring about no-one but myself, I realised that this lad's well-being mattered to me. Damn it, I thought, I do not need responsibility for another to weigh me down. Too late, I realised.

“I do.”

“Then do as I advise,” Grimes said. He reached over and grabbed a scrap of paper from his desk and scribbled on it. “This is the name of the only banker cum solicitor I trust. The jewel is to be placed in his safest vault. You will ask him to draw up a will leaving everything to your nephew. Here,” He handed me a sovereign, “this will cover his fees.”

“But how did you come to own this gem?” I asked. “You do own it?”

This time his laugh came out as a grim chuckle. “Oh yes indeed. I earned it through long labours, and it is incontestably mine to give to you. Now, go and do what I say, and your mind and heart will be eased.” He leaned back on his bed and, from the set of his expression, I knew that he wished to be left alone to his thoughts.

“Thank you,” I said, though it seemed a thoroughly inadequate response. He lifted a hand in acknowledgement. I left him there and went to seek Lazarus.

 

 

 

And so, my heart relieved of a burden I'd been unconscious of, I was helping Grimes make the journey on foot to the asylum. He'd been puffing before we'd even reached the end of Bow Road and I had entreated him to get another day's rest before attempting the journey, but he had insisted there was no time.

We walked through the gates, he with a steadying hand on my shoulder, and looked at the hospital. 

“Good grief,” I said. 

The entrance was blackened, and the portico had been reduced to four stumps of soaked charcoal. There was no sign of the guard who'd waved Valentina and I past on mention of Peregrine's name. In fact, the only person we could see was a policeman who interrupted his march up and down when he saw us.

“This area is off limits to the public, gentlemen,” he said, casting a suspicious eye at Grimes who swayed a little before looking up.

“We are here on official business,” Grimes managed.

The policeman's large bearded face broke into a grin. “Oh, are you indeed, my friend? Seems to me your official business should be to get yourself back home and sleep off the drink.”

Then his eyes narrowed as he looked at me. “He's not an inmate, is he?”

“No,” I said, struggling to cloak my anger. “And we are on official business. We are investigating what happened here.”

“Well that's simple enough. A fire broke out, it was eventually extinguished and some of the inmates had to be temporarily rehoused. But I'm sorry, gentlemen, that's the limit of my information and my patience. Now be off with you or I'll have you removed.”

Grimes nudged me and placed two cards in my hand. “Give the good officer these,” he whispered.

It was Grimes' card and that of McBride.

“What's this?” he said, and I watched his lips move as he read. “'Special Investigator?' What's that then? And this one says Foreign Affairs. I don't see what these 'ave to do with anything. This is a police matter.”

Sighing, Grimes drew himself up to his full height. “Look, officer number C101,” he said, reading the characters embroidered on the man's collar, “you can either let us have a gander over yonder or call your superiors. Of course, if you do that, you'll have to explain why you held up agents of the government going about their lawful investigations.”

“Agents of the government? You two?” PC C101 said, raising a doubtful eyebrow. He stared at Grimes for a moment and then his expression changed, almost as if a moment of mental constipation had been relieved. “Ah, plain clothes, are you?” He tapped the side of his nose.

“Exactly,” Grimes said.

“Wounded in the line of duty? Is that about the size of it?”

“Indeed.”

The officer stepped back allowing us to pass. “Proceed, gentlemen, if you please,” he said. “I shall be at your disposal and I hope you understand my caution.”

As we passed him, Grimes said, “Of course, constable. Entirely understandable. Carry on.”

And so, we did.

 

 

 

Grimes took a brief rest on the foot of the stone steps leading up to the burnt out hospital entrance. 

“What an oaf that constable is,” I said, looking down at him as he struggled to catch his breath.

“Not at all. He's just a man doing his duty. And he told us what we needed to know.”

I sat down beside him, regretting it instantly as water soaked into my trouser seat. “And what was that?”

“That some of the inmates were re-housed. Some, mark you.”

I was still lost. “I don't understand, Grimes.”

He gestured at the cobbled driveway and gardens beyond that led back to the main road. “This wasn't built to house vampires, my dear Makepeace. Most of the inmates are perfectly human and I suspect we will find that they are still here. We will, of course, check since it pays to confirm your facts, but I don't doubt we'll find the place empty of their kind.”

“But what were they doing here in the first place?”

Grimes gave a low exhausted moan. “I don't have the energy to give you a complete history lesson; that will have to wait. Valentina told you of the eternal battle and the truce that ended it thirty years ago?”

I acknowledged that she had.

“And how many wars has this country been involved in over the past three decades?”

I gave that some thought before responding. “None that I can think of. Wait a moment—are you suggesting that all our wars are actually conflicts with vampires?”

“Not all of them, not by a long stretch,” he responded quietly. “But I ask you to think of this—what more attractive prospect could there be to a vampire than a bloody war zone? And war weakens all the parties to it, so their policy over the latter centuries was to keep us fighting both to provide blood and to keep us weak. The truce ended that.”

“What has this got to do with the asylum?”

He put a hand on my shoulder and hauled himself upright. “Not everyone agrees with the truce. There are rogue elements on both sides. Some are just those that revel in chaos for its own sake, others profit from war. The vampires—you know they don't call themselves that, don't you?”

“No, Valentina didn't mention it.”

Grimes grunted. “I suspect she thought it a minor point given the events of last night. No, they call themselves the Nostri and they are not the creatures of myth, but they are dangerous and the worst of them come here. Supposedly under the care of Peregrine; though it appears that, for some reason, he has switched sides. I have no doubt that the inmates of Grove Hall participated in the bloodbath. But come, let us look.”

I followed him up the remaining steps and into the reception foyer where there was a huge circular burn mark that was deeper and more concentrated than the damage around it. This triggered a memory.

“Grimes, I would swear that you walked through a fireball when you rescued us.”

He staggered on. “You have a vivid imagination.”

 

 

 

We found nothing we didn't expect. I trudged with him along the same corridors I'd run down in terror two nights ago, reflecting that if Peregrine had left a hidden assassin he would have made short work of us since we were, by now, both on the verge of exhaustion: Grimes because of his exertions and myself because I had supported him like a walking stick.

Most of the cells that Grimes said were designed to contain Nostri—with thicker doors and stronger locks—were fire damaged. It was as if the flames had sought them out and cleansed them. At one point, we passed a large locked door of oak. This, he told me, was the only link between the two halves of the hospital. We did not go that way. I'd seen enough lately to not wish to mix with the mad.

We stopped for a few moments in the morgue where Valentina and I had brought the body of Grimes' attacker. To my surprise and horror, it was still lying on the slab. 

“Sloppy,” grunted Grimes. “Our friend here should have been removed by Valentina's associates. Let us take advantage of the opportunity.”

He pulled back the white sheet to expose the face of the vampire known as Klaus. The head lay in a pool of congealed blood, but I was most struck by how lean and emaciated he appeared to be under the harsh lights of the hospital. Other than that, he looked perfectly human until Grimes drew back the thin white lips to expose a long canine.

Mumbling to himself as if he was checking off a list, Grimes now lifted Klaus' arm and drew back the sleeve of his black jacket. There, on the underside of his forearm, was a marking.

I squinted at it. “Is that a brand?”

“Yes, though it has also been tattooed.”

“What does it signify?”

Grimes ran his finger along the sinewy pattern. “It is Yggdrasil, the tree of fate that connects the hidden worlds. I knew I would find it here but hoped I would not. Come, we have learned all we can, and I must rest a moment.” 

He dropped the arm of Klaus and began shuffling towards the door. I caught him as he stumbled, almost falling myself under his weight.

I don't know how I made it back to the hospital entrance as, by the time we arrived there, I was practically carrying Grimes. I had no idea how we were going to make it home, my only plan being to rest a while on the steps again. 

“Ah, Mr Grimes, isn't it?” 

I groaned as PC C101 walked out of the shadows of the ruined portico.

Getting no response, the policeman looked at me. “Is he alright, Mr...”

“Makepeace, John Makepeace. And no, he's exhausted.”

“'Ave you come a long way?”

I shook my head. “No, we share lodgings in Bow Road. But it might as well be the ends of the Earth.”

The PC nodded solemnly. “Leave it to me, sir,” he said before marching off.

I shrugged and settled Grimes down on the top step, leaning against the charred base of a pillar. I found a dry spot beneath the hospital's front wall and breathed heavily. Sitting there, I thought of nothing but regaining enough strength to make it back to the lodging house, though I realised we'd hardly be able to do so without attracting attention to ourselves unless Grimes made a sudden and miraculous recovery.

A rumbling sound mixed with the clip-clop of a horse's hooves roused me as a hansom pulled up in front of the asylum.

The policeman stepped to the door and opened it before helping me to get Grimes to his feet.

The driver looked down from his position behind the cab. “'Ere, these ain't inmates, are they? Cos I ain't 'aving no nutters in my wheels.”

The PC wrapped on the side of the hansom with his truncheon. “Look here, Jimmy Snoke, you will treat these two gentlemen with respect or I'll 'ear of it and we might have to have a little discussion about what else you carry in your cab from time to time.”

Snoke went to protest but something in the constable's expression caused him to do nothing more than grimace and take up the reins.

With the policeman's help, I bundled Grimes into the hansom and pulled the door shut.

“Thank you very much, constable...”

Grimes whispered, “Dixon.”

“Constable Dixon.”

The man's face flushed. “How do you know my name?”

I shrugged as the hansom pulled away leaving the puzzled policeman in its wake.


Micawber

I had left Grimes to his own devices after our return from the asylum and then spent the afternoon in bed recovering my strength. I took some supper up to him that evening—a corned-beef hash cooked by Mrs Derricks, the wife of the lodging house manager—which he'd consumed greedily, but otherwise I left him to himself. Frankly, I needed a little time for my mind to cogitate on all I'd seen and learned.

As darkness fell, I sat on my bed reading by candlelight and reflecting on the fact that I was a prisoner of this house—at least until Grimes equipped me to look after myself on the streets. Fortunately, Derricks had a ready supply of porter that he was willing to sell at a profit, and I had a little change from the sovereign Grimes had given me earlier in the day, so I sat and felt sorry for myself as I worked my way through my supply of alcohol.

I awoke with a heavy head the following morning, having fallen asleep fully clothed. My lips had stuck to the pillow and my throat was sore—caused, no doubt, by a combination of a stodgy supper followed by too much beer. With a grunt, I pulled myself up and swayed for a moment before groping for a matchbox to light the candle by my bed. This achieved, I found and used the chamber pot. I was a professional drinker and I'd only had four (or was it five?) bottles the previous night, so I didn't fear a hangover, but I decided to tidy myself up a little and go in search of some coffee to bring my mind into focus. 

I shaved, brushed down my shirt and sniffed my armpits. I'd forgotten to have my other shirt washed so there was no possibility of changing and I resorted to a sprinkle of cheap cologne to mask the smells of yesterday's exertions. Someone knocked on the door just as I was about to leave to seek nourishment and I opened it to find Grimes standing there. He was his usual dishevelled self but radiated an energy that had been entirely absent since the night I rescued him.

“Ah, you're up,” he said. “Good, let us get a coffee and some sustenance. I'm starving.”

Grimes didn't follow the other inmates towards the pantry when we reached the bottom of the stairs but headed for the front door. “Come on,” he said, “we'll have a bit of a treat.”

We stepped out into a typically dreary winter's morning in London. I almost suggested we nip back upstairs for our coats, but Grimes ploughed off along Bow Road showing no sign he'd even noticed the wet cold. Fortunately, our destination was less than a hundred yards away and I sighed with relief as we shut the door of Micawber's Coffee Shop and the fetid mist of the outside was replaced by a warm, welcoming and bitter aroma.

“Ah, Mr Grimes, welcome, welcome to my humble establishment.”

A tall man with a red face and outrageous cravat bustled towards us as soon as we were inside.

“Hello Micawber,” Grimes said. “This is my friend Mr Makepeace.”

The man shook my hand warmly and gestured towards a table that faced a brick-lined hearth. “Welcome to you also, Mr Makepeace. Any friend of Mr Grimes is a friend of mine. His enemies, however, well they would do well to avoid this place, for they would not wish to face the wrath of Micawber.”

We sat and I held my hands out to the fire, delighting as warmth spread through my palms. “Micawber?” I said as soon as he'd disappeared with our order. “As in...”

“Dickens? Yes indeed. Totally obsessed with the character. Fortunately for him, he has more business sense than his fictional model.”

“Isn't that a bit...”

“Eccentric?” Grimes interrupted. “Certainly, but, for all that, I trust him.”

The little shop was busy enough for there to be a general hubbub to shield our conversation and it became obvious that Micawber had placed us here, near the fire, so that its crackling would give us further privacy.

Grimes sat back in his chair, enjoying the fire's glow and, it seemed, relaxing to a degree I hadn't seen before. His features loosened and he seemed to go from a man who was all hard edges and tension to a gentler, more approachable person.

Micawber returned carrying a tray that he deposited with a flourish on the table. 

“That smells delicious!” I said as Micawber poured steaming liquid into white porcelain cups.

The shopkeeper smiled. “Ah, thank you, Mr Makepeace. There is no finer coffee served in London, though I say it myself.”

“And no finings, neither,” Grimes added with a chuckle.

Micawber patted him on the shoulder as if they were sharing a private joke. “Neither is my coffee intimately associated with the herbaceous chicory or, heaven forbid, the humble carrot. And now, gentlemen, I shall attend to your provender.”

“So, here's the rub,” Grimes said as Micawber retreated, “what happened to the other inmates?”

It took me a moment to understand what Grimes was saying, so sudden was the shift in his conversation. “Inmates?”

“The ones who didn't get transferred to a new lock-up. The ones Valentina missed.”

“I'm sorry, Grimes, I don't follow you. What makes you think they weren't all transferred?”

Grimes reached into his dark blue jacket, pulled out the London Echo and laid it across the table, pushing our cups aside. The headline read

Ripper strikes again. 

I quickly scanned the story beneath. “This is dreadful, Grimes, but what has this to do with the asylum?”

“That crime was not committed by Jack the Ripper, my dear Makepeace, of that you can be certain.”

I looked up from the paper. “Why do you say that?”

“Because the Ripper is dead.”

“What? How do you know?”

A grim smile spread across Grimes' face. “Because I killed him.”

I sat in silence as the wheels in my mind turned frantically. 

“We don't have time for that story,” Grimes said as he leaned in close. “But, take it from me that Jack was not responsible for that crime and, in any case, the details are not right.”

“Then why do the papers say it was him?” I asked.

“Because they sell more copies that way. It suits them to pin it on the Ripper because any headline containing his name is a licence to print money.”

I sipped on my coffee, barely aware that it was, indeed, excellent. “And you think one of the inmates did this?”

“I think it very likely. This has all the hallmarks of a vampire killing—the most obvious being the amount of blood.”

I cast my eyes over the copy again. “I see no mention of blood here. It seems the poor woman was opened up as if a surgeon had operated on her.”

“Oh, I wasn't referring to the blood on the body, but rather its lack.”

“He had fed on her?”

Grimes nodded. “Precisely.”

Micawber chose that moment to return, sliding a plate under my nose. I leant away as the aroma of the black pudding and eggs turned my stomach.

“There is a problem?” Micawber asked, his face full of concern. “That's the finest black pudding in London, that is.”

“I am sorry,” I said, downing a mouthful of coffee to bring me back to my senses. “I felt unwell for a moment, but it has passed. I have been revived by your most excellent beverage.”

“I suppose you think that was funny,” I hissed at the chuckling Grimes as Micawber retreated again. “It was your idea to order black pudding and you timed your story about blood-sucking vampires perfectly.”

He tucked into his own black pudding with relish. “I'm sorry, old chap. There's not much humour to be had in this job, not even of the, if you'll forgive me, black variety.”

I tried the pudding and found that my appetite returned instantly, making it easy to concentrate on that rather than having any sort of conversation with Grimes. It was only later that I reflected on how callous we were to find humour in such tragedy.

“Now,” he said as Micawber poured another cup of coffee for us both and removed our empty plates, replacing them with thick sliced buttered bread, “we must decide what to do. This is the only report so far, and it might therefore be that only one of them got away before Valentina's people arrived to secure the scene.”

“Peregrine?”

Grimes shook his head vigorously. “Oh no, that's not his style at all. I don't know for sure yet, but I guess he melted into the night. Maybe he took one or more of the others with him.”

“What do we do?”

A shadow passed across Grimes' craggy face. “That's the problem. In times past, I'd have called a meeting of our folk, but it looks as though it's just you and I now.”

“I still can't quite believe it,” I stammered.

“It's like I said; we were betrayed and, but for you, all would now be lost. London would be awash with mad vampires intent on ripping out jugulars, and our precious peace would go up in smoke. As it is, only a few of them escaped, but they can still cause a lot of trouble. Peace is on the edge of a knife, my friend, and we are the blade.”

 

 

 

I pulled my jacket around me as we emerged from the coffee shop and back onto the streets of London. Grimes darted off into the crowd heading towards our lodgings and I squelched through the mud after him, eager to get back to the relative warmth of 215 Bow Road.

“Ah, Derricks,” Grimes said as I shut the front door on the milling wet crowds, “just the man I wanted to see.”

Derricks was the manager of the lodging house. A thick-set alcoholic whose bulbous nose jutted out of an oversized head, Derricks peered nervously back at him from behind a small pair of thickly paned spectacles. His eyes darted between us like a pair of goldfish swimming in particularly greasy bowls.

“How can I help you, Mr Grimes? You are, as I've always said, my favourite tenant.”

Grimes grunted and gestured the bobbing man into the little sitting room at the front of the house. It was now half past eight and most of the residents were at work so the only occupant was an old man who Derricks shooed away impatiently.

“Would you like some tea? I can get the girl to make it.” Derricks opened his mouth to shout a command, but Grimes silenced him.

“We've just had breakfast,” he said. “Now, correct me if I'm wrong —”

The man bobbed obsequiously. “Oh, I very much doubt that, Mr Gr—”

Grimes banged his fist on the table. “I don't have time for this! Now tell me—the upper floor that houses myself and Mr Makepeace —”

“My other best client. Born of a very noble family,” Derricks said, seemingly oblivious to the effect this was having on Grimes. “The black sheep, or so I hear. Me also, Mr Makepeace. We make a nice pair of black —”

A knife appeared at the throat of Derricks whose piggy eyes swivelled as if they could see through his chin. “Now be quiet,” Grimes said with savage restraint. “Your bedroom is also on our floor, is it not? Don't speak, simply nod.”

Sweat dripped onto Grimes' hand as Derricks did as he was told.

“I have a task to accomplish, and if I fail in that task it will go badly for the people of London, but especially you. I'm sure you know to what I am referring.”

Nod.

“I need more space and more privacy. I can't have you coming and going at all hours.”

Nod. 

I suspected, however, that Derricks was thinking the same as I—it seemed a little rich to tell a man he couldn't go where he pleased in his own house.

“You will move into the back sitting-room—that will be your bedroom. You will arrange to have a door built to my specification on our landing; a door to which only I and Mr Makepeace will hold a key.”

The knife disappeared.

“Do you understand me?”

Derricks leaned back in his chair and rubbed at his jugular. “I will do as you say, of course. But I must ask the owners for their permission.”

“Open your hand. Go on, open it.”

The sweating man did as he was told and in his palm sat a green gemstone. 

“There,” Grimes said. “Will that pay for the work and leave enough to compensate you for the inconvenience?”

I saw the greed in the man's face and knew the deal was sealed.

“I am sure I can make the arrangements,” Derricks said. “And I will also deal with the trustees. Dear me. Is this truly an emerald? It must be worth—”

Grimes grabbed Derricks' arm. “More than the value of this house and everyone in it—measured in money at any rate. You may keep half of what is left once the expense of the changes I request has been met. And take care, my friend. I have exacting standards and will expect the very best.”

“Oh yes, Mr Grimes, I will do that indeed,” Derricks said, rolling the emerald over and over in his sweaty palm. “What do I do with the other half?”

Grimes looked across at me. “Put it to the account of Mr Makepeace. As you say, he is the son of a gentleman, it's time he looked the part.”

“But why?” I stammered.

“There are places we need to go that only a gentleman can enter, and I don't think I will fit that mould, however well I dress. You, on the other hand, are born to it, so you shall be my eyes and ears when you go where I cannot. For now, however, I believe we must find a lady.”


Scotland Yard

We found her in a dark room behind The King's Head.

“You are late, Grimes,” she said as the door swung open and she retreated into the gloom. 

Grimes followed her to a small table beside the grubby window and sat down. “I had to be sure I wasn't being followed. Dangerous times, my dear.”

“Are you well, Valentina?” I said as I stood unregarded behind Grimes.

“I see you didn't have the sense to flee, Mr Makepeace,” she said, glancing up at me. “Well, you are now part of this, I suppose, for good or ill. Draw up a chair.”

I found a small stool in the corner and brushed the dust from it before sitting down.

“So, what's the situation on your side?” Grimes asked.

“Dire enough. It seems that you and your associates weren't the only targets. Many of my people now lie dead, killed by their own kind. And by others.”

“Others?”

Valentina shrugged. “Perhaps I am being paranoid, but I suspect our enemies have allied themselves with rogue elements among the minorities.”

“What are minorities?” I asked.

“We don't have time for lessons,” Valentina snapped without taking her gaze from Grimes' face. “Suffice it to say that we vampires—we Nostri—are not the only race humanity has warred against over the eons.”

Grimes snorted. “No, mankind has managed to cheese off just about everyone. Makes you wonder whether it's worth saving, doesn't it?”

This was ridiculous. Here we sat, two humans and a vampire, discussing whether my species was worth saving.

“Tell me what happened when you went back to the hospital,” Grimes said.

With a sigh, Valentina leaned back and looked out of the window. “All would have been well if it weren't for the fact that so many of my colleagues were, at the moment I sent out the call for aid, either dead themselves or fighting for their lives. I was forced to call in support from the police.”

“A code red? Good grief, we really are looking over the edge of the abyss.”

“Fortunately, Mr Pitt is a competent man and managed to conceal the true nature of the detainees from his officers. I imagine it helped that it was an asylum they were securing.”

It was now the turn of Grimes to stare at the filthy window as if exploring the pathways of his memory. “Pitt is a good one, for sure. How many did he manage to round up?”

With a single movement, Valentina struck a match with one hand and lifted her cigarette holder with the other. “Peregrine was gone, of course, and it has been difficult to calculate how many remained after your fire show, but I estimate that he has at least two or three accomplices.”

“Judging by this morning's papers, that's a certainty,” Grimes said. “I guess I'd better go after him, though it's pretty difficult to hunt when you're expecting a dagger in your back at any moment.”

Valentina nodded. “You must be careful, Grimes. You are the thread on which peace hangs.”

“You also, old friend.”

“Me? Oh, I can be replaced,” she said, shrugging. “You, on the other hand, cannot. I am somewhat comforted that you have Mr Makepeace here to protect you.”

My temper got the better of me. “Oh, I must say! This is outrageous!”

I shivered as her hand brushed my arm. “Peace, John,” she said. “I only meant it partly in jest. You will make a fine accomplice for this old villain, and it is your job to ensure you survive long enough to become useful.”

“You must go into hiding,” Grimes said to Valentina when she'd settled back and was dragging on her cigarette. “We can't afford to lose you, either.”

She shook her head. “I think not. Unless we stem the flow of blood on the streets of London, we are facing the war to end all wars. Someone wants the peace to be shattered—someone with connections at a high level.”

“McBride is investigating.”

“Your faith in that pompous ass is greater than mine.”

Grimes got to his feet. “And in the meantime, John and I have some vampires to hunt.”

I saw a flicker—just a flicker—pass across Valentina's face, but then it was gone and she was rising too. “I wish you both success. You know how to contact me when you need my assistance. Do not attempt to deal with this alone—the matter is too important for stupid male pride to govern your decisions.”

She passed me with a brief smile, and I felt my male pride swell despite her entreaty. Pausing at the door, she checked the corridor outside before flitting away silently.

“Be careful, John,” Grimes said, his hand on my shoulder. 

I didn't bother to deny it. I had fought alcohol for long enough to know that I was in the most danger when I believed I was in control. And when it came to Valentina, I knew I was utterly lost.

 

 

 

“I knew things must be pretty serious if you asked to see me, Mr Grimes.”

We were in the office of Inspector Pitt of Scotland Yard. A young lady had left a pot of tea which the policeman was now pouring into three cups. 

Pitt was a relatively young man for such a rank—he was in his mid thirties at the time—of a wiry build and with a mobile face that suggested keen intelligence. Most striking were his eyes which were large, widely set, and of a piercing blue so that, when he turned his attention on me, I felt as though I were a specimen at the wrong end of a microscope.

“It's about the other night,” Grimes said, reaching for his tea.

“Ah, the asylum.” Pitt leaned forward a little and lowered his voice. “I thought so. That was certainly difficult to manage.”

“How many did you detain?”

Pitt reached into his pocket and pulled out a small notebook. “Fourteen. Nine males and five females. We also identified the bodies of five others in the entrance-way. It seems they were consumed when the fire started. Do you have any information for me about that, Mr Grimes? The insurers are pressing me for an explanation.”

“This tea is pretty awful,” Grimes said in response. “Can't the force afford better?”

“So, you're not going to tell me. Well, my instructions are to co-operate fully, so I shall do exactly that.”

Grimes smiled. “Where are they now?”

“Newgate, for now. It was the only place that had room for them.”

“Then you'd better hope the gaolers there can keep them under lock and key. By God, if they get loose in the prison, it'll be a bloodbath.”

“They know their business, Mr Grimes,” Pitt said with a touch of asperity, “you may rest assured that they are safe.”

Giving a doubtful grunt, Grimes took another sip of his tea as if gathering his thoughts. “How many of these... special... inmates were on the books at Grove?”

“Twenty-six,” Pitt said after referring to his notebook again.

“So that leaves seven unaccounted for.”

Pitt gave a non-committal bob of the head. “Well, it is likely that we weren't able to find all the bodies in the foyer, it was quite the conflagration you know. Although why it took place and what exactly happened remains a mystery.”

“I think we must assume that Peregrine now has seven associates,” Grimes said with a sigh. “That is bad, very bad. It's the makings of a gang, I'd say.”

“We don't tolerate gangs on our streets, Mr Grimes. We will track them down and apprehend them, don’t you worry about that.”

Shaking his head, Grimes said, “I'd call your men off if I were you, Inspector, unless you want to live with their fate on your conscience.”

The inspector gasped and his face flushed. “I can assure you, Mr Grimes, that my men are highly trained professionals and quite capable of dealing with this matter!”

Grimes got to his feet. “Well, you can't say I didn't warn you. Now, could you let me have the investigative report on this latest so-called Ripper murder? My friend and I have some work to do.”

 

 

 

Grimes pulled a small box from beneath his bed. “Here, have this.”

“A service revolver?” I said, marvelling at the weight in my hand.

He sat at the table beside the window and looked out onto the grey London street. The spire of Bow Church could barely be seen in the mist. From outside our door came the thump, thump of boots going up and down the stairs as Derricks decamped his family to the ground floor.

“It has seen action in Afghanistan and India,” he said, “and London, of course.”

“Do you not need it?”

He turned away from the window to face me, a look of surprise on his face. “Me? No, my dear fellow, I have never needed a gun.” Noticing the confusion in my expression, he continued. “It has had many masters, and now it belongs to you. There's some ammunition on the bed.

I had, of course, handled weapons during my brief time in the army, though all my training had been with the Martini-Henry rifle. “Is it easy to use?”

“Just point and squeeze—you're not likely to use it at long range. In fact, it's a weapon of last resort, as firing it gives away your position instantly. I tend to prefer murder by stealth.”

“Grimes!” I cried. “You must not talk of killing that way.”

He gave a laugh and shook his head. “You are right, of course. So many years, so much death, has made me quite unsuitable for polite company. Now, take a look at this.” 

Grimes handed me an open manila folder. “It's the coroner's report. What do you make of it?”

I scanned the papers. “It makes for gruesome reading, does it not?”

“Indeed, but we must gird ourselves and look for the data within.”

Moving over to the window to take advantage of what little light this grey London afternoon afforded, I read the account carefully and, as far as I could, dispassionately. “The throat was cut,” I said, “as with the Whitechapel Murderer. And it appears that the victim was a woman of the night.”

“Go on.”

I became a little flustered as I felt he was toying with me. “I don't know, Grimes! She looks like a Ripper victim to me.”

He shook his head slowly and returned his gaze to the window. “She has too many parts.”

“What?”

“The Whitechapel Murderer delighted in removing the organs of his victims, particularly the uterus.”

I returned to the bed and sat down, the folder on my lap. “Ah, I see.”

“Your mind recoils from such details, John, but it must not. You must shut down your emotions and focus on the facts or you will miss them entirely.”

I forced myself to read the report again and this time I could see what he meant. The victim's throat had been slashed, but no organs had been removed. “Perhaps the attacker was disturbed?”

Grimes nodded solemnly. “That's better. Now you're thinking rationally. Yes, that is a possibility, though the balance of likelihood suggests that this is not so.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because there appears to be no evidence that the attacker hurried in any way. Nothing was dropped at the scene, there were no half-made incisions and, as the report said, the body was quite drained of blood.”

I said nothing and we sat there—he in his chair, me on the bed- as we listened to the slow thudding of Derricks and the other tenants he'd no doubt roped in to help him move. 

“Why did you insist on the landlord moving his family out of the top floor?” I asked.

“What? Oh, because I—we—need somewhere we can make absolutely safe and that means having a substantial door at the top of the stairs with only two keys. And we need more space to plan. You must understand, John, that we are all that's left to keep the peace. We are the most deniable of unofficial policemen, and we have been betrayed by someone from our own side. So, we must regroup, bring our trusted allies closer to us and keep our enemies away.”

I looked around the bleak interior of his grubby bedroom. “But why here? I have seen that you have access to considerable wealth, you could set yourself up anywhere in London.”

“Baker Street, perhaps?” he said with a smile. “No, I have good reasons for being in this exact spot.” 

Though I don't think he realised what he was doing, I noticed his gaze flit over to the church across the road.

But any opportunity to press him on this was lost as the steady footsteps outside were suddenly replaced by cries of anger and, moments later, a rapid thump on the door.

“Your revolver, John,” Grimes said as he stood up, thrusting apart the curtains and opening the window. A dagger appeared in his hand. “Open the door, if you please, but carefully.”

I hefted the pistol and cocked it. With my back to the door, I took hold of the handle and twisted it. The door swung open and there stood Inspector Pitt, his face white.

“Mr Grimes, it has happened again.”

Grimes relaxed a little and gestured the man to come in.

I shut the door and he slumped onto the bed. “I should have listened to you and called my men off, or at least cautioned them. But, because of my pride two of them are now dead, their throats ripped open and their bodies left in a London alleyway.”

 


The False Ripper

The body of the policeman lay where it had been found. Grimes and I had ridden with Inspector Pitt in a police brougham which was now parked at the far end of the alley, with officers guarding each end. 

Evening had given way to another drizzly night, and orange light played over Grimes' craggy features as he examined the body in the light of the portable gas lamp held by Pitt. It was a man in, I estimated, his early forties with vacant eyes that stared up into the drizzly night. He had been a stocky man with close-cropped greying hair and he wore the dark uniform of a police constable. His helmet lay next to his arm as if he was attacked as he took it off, and in his other hand he gripped a truncheon.

“By God,” Grimes whispered, “he's been cut almost to the spine. The only mercy is that it would have been quick. Poor devil.” He lifted his face to look beyond the gas light to Pitt. “What was his name?”

Pitt's lips barely moved as he replied, “Jenkins. A father of three. A good man.”

“But no match for our enemy, especially when he is one against their many.”

“What do you mean?” I said.

Grimes pulled down the policeman's collar and pointed at the white neck with its gruesome wound. “Bite marks,” he said. “Three sets, each from a different individual.”

“They fed on him?”

Standing up, Grimes' gaze swept the alley from one end to the other. “I suspect he was lured here. Perhaps he thought he was following a lead. He was one of your detective constables, was he not, Pitt? Yes? I presume he worked with a colleague?”

“Yes,” Pitt sighed. “His partner was Williams—both from Wales so they tended to stick together.”

“And you have no idea where Williams is, I presume?”

Pitt shook his head. “I have teams out looking for him.”

The change in Grimes was instant. “Are you mad? Call them off now, unless you want more blood on your hands.”

“But it's standard procedure—we can't have a man lost and not do anything about it.”

Grimes wagged an accusatory finger at the Inspector. “These are not standard times, Pitt. Call them off and we will look for him.”

“That will be quite impossible. How would I explain it?”

By this point, Grimes was back on his haunches examining the body.

I said, “Can I suggest planting a false trail? Concentrate their search in a single location and it's less likely they'll stumble upon anything.”

Pitt held my gaze for a moment. It was as if he hadn't registered my presence until that moment and was now deciding whether I was worth his attention. He gave a brief nod. “I shall do that, Mr Makepeace. I shall send them on a wild goose hunt. I only hope that you have more of an idea of where to find Williams than I do.”

 

 

We left Pitt in the alley as he arranged for the official investigators to examine the body before it was to be removed.

“Do we know where to look?” I asked Grimes as we emerged onto the wet street.

Grimes held up his hand and opened it to reveal a creased slip of paper, then nodded away from the crouching investigators so we could talk in peace.

“It's a theatre bill,” I said. “A production of Twelfth Night at The White Rose. That's just around the corner.”

“It was in Jenkins' pocket and I guess it's the lead he was following up—this alley is on a direct line from the station to the theatre. They'd probably been shadowing him through the streets until they could come upon him where he couldn't summon help. Didn't even have time to whistle, poor blighter.”

I turned the piece of paper over in my hands. “But how do you know this was what led him to his death? It's just a flyer.”

Grimes took the paper from my hands and smoothed it out. “How many coppers do you know who go around with theatre bills in their pockets?”

“He might have been a cultured man,” I protested weakly.

Grimes snorted and then raised the paper so that it was in the direct light of the street lamp at the end of the alley. 

“A blood stain,” I said.

“More than that. Look closer.”

I took the paper from him and squinted at the pattern. As I tilted the bill to and fro in the dim light, I caught a thin reflection within. “Is that a pencil mark?”

“It is indeed. Well spotted.”

I chose to assume his reply wasn't as sarcastic as it sounded. “E V A? What does that mean?”

“I suspect we might find that Eva is the name of our poor unfortunate policeman's wife, or possibly his daughter. I ask you this, my friend—what would be more likely to make you abandon caution and run across night-time London without even the sense to call for reinforcements?”

I gave the paper back to him as we stepped into the misty street. “Especially if this weren't the only clue he'd received.”

To my surprise, Grimes thumped me on the back. “Well done, my friend. Yes, I suspect Jenkins and his partner were sniffing around a little too close for comfort and so Peregrine decided to eliminate them. Unfortunate indeed for the constable, but lucky for us.”

“Why so?”

Our footsteps echoed along the quiet street. “Because the hasty stroke oft goes amiss. They were disturbed in the act and left the bill at the scene. There's also Williams—I suspect he was carried off.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Either because they were disturbed or because they desired a plaything and a source of food. Possibly for all those reasons. Williams may still be alive so we must hurry, but we must also remember the higher stakes here. There is something beneath all this, John, something that links the attacks on our people with Peregrine and the asylum inmates. My gut tells me we're heading into deep and choppy waters—we'd better be sure we can float.”

We strode along the dark cobbled streets in silence. I chose not to tell my companion that I’d never learned to swim.

 

 

 

The White Rose was a small and shabby theatre. It had been a favourite of the acting greats in previous decades—the sort of bijou place that made them feel like they were still in touch with their audience—but had since fallen into disrepair and dishonour. It had been rescued from demolition by an anonymous benefactor who'd begun putting on productions of Shakespeare. According to The Times, this had not gone down well with the locals who generally preferred melodrama over culture, but attendances were, overall, on the up.

“There's a performance starting in an hour,” Grimes said, pointing up at the noticeboard outside, “so we have a little time to poke around. Come on.”

I followed Grimes along a small alley that ran beside the theatre. Droplets of mist fizzed around the small light above a door that had once been green but was now covered with peeling remnants of many colours. 

Grimes looked left and right before turning the handle and going inside. I gave my pocket a tap and felt the reassuring heft of the revolver before pulling the door quietly closed behind me. How much my life had changed in the few days since I'd rescued Grimes? It was almost as if I'd had two existences—Before Grimes and After—and it seemed that the new John Makepeace thought nothing of breaking and entering. Or perhaps this John's perspective had altered after experiencing so much horror and fear in so short a time.

I could see Grimes' back as it turned a corner, so I hurried along the narrow corridor to catch up. I'd never been behind the scenes in a theatre before, but I couldn't imagine the dank odour and mouldy walls here were typical of the species. This place reeked of age and neglect.

Grimes stopped suddenly and put his finger to his lips then thumbed at a closed door. The word “cast” had been stencilled roughly onto the formerly white paint and I could hear a murmuring from inside.

He raised two fingers, though I could tell easily enough that there were only a couple of voices. I couldn't hear what was being said, but it seemed to me, in tone at least, to be just the sort of trivial conversation two people might have. Then one voice became louder and Grimes pushed me back to the corner we'd just turned as the door opened.

A man emerged wearing pantaloons that were dazzling even in the dingily lit corridor. He turned to walk away from us, and Grimes darted out at superhuman speed, grabbing him by the collar and slamming a massive hand across the struggling actor's mouth. I helped him return to the dark corner and tried to calm the man as his eyes threatened to explode out of their sockets.

“We're not going to harm you. Be calm,” I said, then nodded at Grimes to release his grip.

“Please... Please don't hurt me!” He was a young man of perhaps nineteen or twenty, and he was shaking from top to toe. “We were told we were safe here.”

Grimes pushed him against the wall. “Keep your voice down or I'll truss you up like a fowl!”

The actor shook so violently that I thought he was about to go into convulsions. “Grimes!” I hissed.

He relaxed a little and looked at me as if to suggest I take over.

“Andrew Aguecheek?” I said.

For a moment, the boy looked nonplussed. Then he relaxed a little and nodded. “Yes. It is my first professional role.”

“You're a bit young, aren't you?” Grimes mumbled from his position beside the turn in the corridor.

“It's called acting, Grimes,” I snapped. He flashed me a poisoned look but returned to watching the door.

I turned back to my captive. “I am John.”

“I'm Robert,” he said, casting an eye at the sulking figure of Grimes, “Robert Brice.”

“Well Robert, we're looking for a policeman. Have you seen one? Or anything else that struck you as strange.”

Robert shrugged and gestured around himself as if not knowing where to start. “I've seen no-one, but then we are only permitted to occupy this floor, we actors.”

“What do you mean? Are there other floors?”

“Of course—there's a basement where they keep props and equipment they're not using. Look, who are you? Why don't you just ask Mr DeVere? The theatre manager. He can answer better than me.”

I looked across at Grimes who shook his head. “What have you been told about the basement?”

“Only that we're not to go there under any circumstances.”

“Why?”

Again, Robert shrugged as if the question was of little consequence. “Dangerous equipment, subsidence, I don't know.”

“Can you take us to the basement entrance?”

Robert struggled against my grip. “No! It isn't allowed!”

“Why are you so scared of it?” Grimes said as he leaned back from the turn in the corridor.

“Mr DeVere was most insistent,” the young man responded before looking from Grimes to me and then sighing. “Look, there are stories, right? All theatres have them, I'm told, but… I don't know… the ones about this place seem more real. I mean, old Raymond, he said he was going down there, and no-one saw him again. Mr DeVere says he was sacked, but... but... look, you're not going to report me to him, are you? I said not to go down there, didn't I?”

I let go of his shoulders and he leaned against the wall, causing a momentary effusion of dust to erupt from the wig he was wearing. “No, we'll not report you, as long as you show us where the entrance to the basement is.”

He nodded enthusiastically. “And then I can go? I need to get ready for tonight's performance.”

“Yes,” Grimes said. “By the way, have you been playing to packed houses lately?”

Beneath the powder, Brice's face flushed. “No. Regrettably we haven't yet been able to convince the public of our interpretation.”

“That's what DeVere says, is it?”

“And he's right. We do our best as actors, but there's so little appreciation.”

“There is no darkness but ignorance,” I said and was rewarded with a smile from the boy.

“If music be the food of love, play on,” he responded.

Grimes scowled. “If you two swots have quite finished, we've got work to do. Come on.”

 

 


Beneath the White Rose

My heart sank as I watched the young man scamper away. I didn't fear him reporting us to his manager—not least because he seemed in as much terror of that man as he was of Grimes. No, I was torn between a desire to follow him back into the real world (perhaps even watch the performance) and the certain knowledge that my path lay down the unlit steps beneath my feet.

“Is your revolver to hand?” Grimes whispered.

“It's exactly where it was the last time you asked. And the time before that.”

I couldn't see his face, but I caught a half-suppressed growl that I thought at first was anger before realising with a thrill that he was masking his fear.

“Do you believe the missing policeman is down there?” I asked.

“Could be. There's certainly something in the basement they want us to see.”

That caught me. “What do you mean?”

“Come on, John. Don't you feel it? We're being led by the nose. First the playbill and now this forbidden basement.”

“Then perhaps we should contact Pitt and await reinforcements?”

He shifted in the darkness and I caught a waft of a rich spicy aroma. I hadn't noticed it before but knew it had already been there though I couldn't place it. Some cheap cologne, I decided. 

“No, that would only risk more lives and besides, I get the feeling we're being strung along.”

“But Grimes, in that case we must regroup.”

I felt the air stir as he turned to me and, for a moment, imagined a smouldering amber glow in his eyes. “There isn't time. And, in any case, we have one advantage—we know they're playing us, so we go into this with our eyes wide open.”

The irony of that last statement wasn't lost on me as I made my way blindly down the stairs, my hands gripping the handrail as I went. Grimes, on the other hand, stepped down them as if he could see perfectly.

I found him waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs. He grasped my shoulder. “Now, we must be careful, my dear Makepeace, and you must play your part. I must have my wits about me and cannot concern myself with your safety.”

“I can look after myself,” I said.

Grimes must have noticed the tone of my response. “Do not be offended. Few men, or women, would have the courage to even descend those steps and I admire you for it, but I must focus my attention exclusively on what lies behind that door. Now, do you have—”

“Yes, I have my revolver!” I hissed. What I really wanted was a generous measure of single malt. 

My hand shook in the dark as I hefted the weapon. I felt him move. The door opened with no sound other than the rushing of air. I breathed in and was barely able to stop myself crying out in disgust as bitter bile rose in my throat. A stench like a thousand dead things threatened to unman me as I staggered backwards and fell onto the bottom-most step. 

I sensed a shape moving in the darkness beyond the threshold and then light, like ink on blotting paper, began to penetrate that dreadful place. I screwed my eyes together as they adjusted and then, when I saw what was there, I wished the darkness could return and wash from my mind the horror of that scene.

I saw a man's naked body, his skin ripped and his ribs folded back exposing where his heart had once been. My stomach tightened and I staggered out of the room to vomit at the foot of the stairs then, as I stopped heaving, I shook as I felt a heavy hand on my shoulder.

“Come now, John. We have little time and if we are to catch the filth that did this before others die, we must learn what we can before we escape.”

I wiped a tear away as I turned to face him. “I cannot conceive of such cruelty.”

“Stick around me for long enough, my friend, and you will,” he said, his craggy features compressed in the half-light. “I'm sorry. Are you ready?”

I nodded and then followed him back inside the room of horror. The gas lamp lent a flickering unreality to the scene, which was probably just as well. The corpse was upright, the torso lashed to one vertical beam and the arms to cross beams either side, spread wide as if he were welcoming good friends.

“Is it Williams?”

Grimes was examining the body and didn't turn as he answered. “Yes, I fear so. He matches the description given to us by Pitt.”

“Are we going to cut him down?”

This time he turned to look over his shoulder at me. “No, there must be no evidence that we were ever here.”

“Why not, in heaven's name? We're working with the police.”

“Right now, John, trust is a luxury we do not have. Many have died over the past few nights and betrayal lies at the heart of it, I'm certain. But this is not the time for such talk. Take it on faith that we must be out of here quickly. Now, please come closer, you must see this also.”

Reluctantly, I went to stand beside him. The theatre basement was a small space punctuated by vertical wooden beams that threw blurred shadows against the walls. It was filled with the reek of death and I held my handkerchief against my nose as I gazed upon the wrecked body of PC Williams.

“You see how his ribs have been opened,” Grimes said, “that is a form of the blood eagle.”

“The blood eagle? I thought that was a thing of Norse legend?”

“Most legends have a basis in fact, however distorted, and evil things stalked the earth long before the Vikings took inspiration from them. This form, where the ribs are split from the front, is actually a dark angel.”

I made myself look again at the ruined body. The bulbous pink lungs had been folded back under his armpits and nailed to the beam, leaving the chest cavity empty and open. There was remarkably little blood and it reminded me, more than anything, of the hanging carcasses in a butcher's shop. I reeled with shock at the comparison. This was a man, I reminded myself, or had been.

“What does it mean, Grimes?”

My companion was examining the lower half of the body which had, until that point, been hidden in shadow. “As I thought. His manhood has also been removed.”

This time, I managed to keep myself from looking. “But why?”

“The dark angel is a sacrifice to the evil gods. First the genitalia are removed and burned before the face of the victim. Then the chest is opened, the heart is cut out and burned before, finally, the lungs are pinned in mockery of the wings of angels.”

“And he was alive for this?”

Grimes stood beside me and gripped my arm as if to steady himself. “For the first part. It is to be hoped that he lost consciousness before they went any further.”

“But Grimes, this is monstrous!”

“In every sense,” he said before reaching up and closing Williams' eyes. They had been staring at the ceiling as if imploring help that never came. “We must go, or risk being discovered and, at the very least, forced to answer inconvenient questions, or possibly being accused ourselves.”

I was in no mood to argue the point as I wished nothing more than to escape from that place and breathe the open air—even the fetid miasma of a wet winter's night on the streets of London.

We passed no-one in the theatre corridors as we left. I could hear the voices of the actors above us and the occasional burst of music, so it seemed likely they were all busy about their craft, though I was completely at a loss to explain the connexion between the theatre and what we'd found in the basement.

“Grimes,” I said as we approached the doorway that would allow us to escape into the alley, “you said that you'd seen enough. Aside from the obvious facts of a man's cruel death, what did we learn?”

He pushed open the door and the blessed wet air flooded in. “Obvious? What is obvious to you, John, is not so clear to another. But yes, as soon as I saw what awaited us, I knew. It was a message to me, my dear Makepeace. A message to tell me, with no room for doubt, that the enemy has returned. They are back.”

 

 

 

I cannot tell you with what sense of relief I closed the door of 215 Bow Road and followed Grimes up the stairs. He had refused to discuss matters on the long walk home, but I hoped that he would be less taciturn once we'd reached the security of our rooms. 

We could see that Derricks had been busy as we reached the top of the stairs. There was no sign of his possessions, and a door frame had been built where the steps met the landing which would, when complete, seal off the top floor of the building. 

Grimes grunted in acknowledgement and headed for the manager's former room which lay between his and mine, its doorway in the centre of the landing wall.

“As I thought,” Grimes said as he lit the candle by the door and held it up to send ghoulish flames along the walls, “Derricks chose the biggest rooms for himself. Look, there's even a small parlour over there. Ah, and the coup de grace...” He raised his arm and yellow light spread from the gas fitting above him as it spat irregularly before settling into a gentle hiss.

“The cheeky scoundrel! He had gas fitted for himself while the rest of us made do with candlelight.”

Grimes strode around the room as if sizing it up. “No, I think the gas lights have been here for some time. If he were lining his own nest, he'd be installing electric. I suspect he removed any such lights from the other rooms except for the downstairs so that he didn't have to pay the gas bill.”

The room was entirely bare except for curtains at the windows. Grimes and I shut them to keep out the night and the horrors it hid. 

“This will do,” he said. “We shall use this as our living room.”

I shot a glance at the parlour as if expecting something to be lurking within. “Is it safe, do you think?”

“Once the door at the top of the stairs has been completed, I believe it will be the safest place in London outside of the Tower.”

I confess it didn't feel safe to me. Crumbling brick and—no doubt—rotting wood, rattling windows and threadbare carpet. Hardly a place to defend against the evil powers we were pitched against. I said this to Grimes, and he gave a most malicious grin.

“Oh, my dear John, you must understand that what is often less important than where.” 

Seeing the confusion on my face, he waved his hands dismissively. “Not tonight, my friend. We must sleep and regroup in the morning. But I suggest taking shifts at it as, considering what we've seen this night, we know we are pitted against merciless foes who would think nothing of dragging us from this place and ripping us apart. I can't imagine Derricks or our fellow tenants doing much to stop them, can you?”

“I will take the first watch,” I said.

Grimes shook his head. “No. I will not be able to sleep, and I have much thinking to do. Please try to get some rest and I'll wake you when I can no longer keep my eyes open.”

So I made my reluctant way to my room. I turned to bid him goodnight, as he sat on the top stair, the light from his pipe infusing his white hair and his gnomish face still and contemplative as if it were set in stone.


Bryant

It wasn't Grimes that awoke me, it was the pale light of morning seeping through the cracks in my curtains, and the church bells as they peeled their invitation to the sinners of the parish.

I lay there for a few seconds as the wheels of my mind began to turn again. 

“Grimes!” I called as, in my half-awake panic, I wondered if he had been taken in the night. The likelihood that, in such circumstances, I would also have been kidnapped did not occur to my befuddled mind as I leapt out of bed, threw on a dressing gown and flung open my door.

I almost cried out in despair when I saw that the door to his room was ajar. I ran inside but could see instantly that he wasn't there. I darted back to the landing and was just about to run down the stairs when I heard his voice behind me.

“My dear John, why are you so agitated? Are you ill?”

I swung round, almost losing my footing on the top step before steadying myself by gripping the door frame. “I couldn't find you,” I spluttered. “You said you'd wake me.”

“I judged your need for sleep to be greater than mine and it seems I was correct. You have not only slept through the awakening of our fellow tenants, but you've also almost missed the call to church.”

I shook my head. “Church? No, I do not think so. Not this morning.”

“I know what you crave, John, but the company of your fellow humans in the house of God would be better for you, I think.”

I swept past him without another word and slammed the door of my room. He was correct, of course. What I desired above all else now was a drink. I could picture it in my mind's eye—a pint of something rich and brown. Or a tot, just a tot, of whiskey. Just enough to numb my mind and excise the memories of last night.

Sitting on my bed, I looked around my tiny room. Had it really come to this? 

I had repeatedly squandered the advantages of being born into privilege until I found myself in a rented room on a second hand bed with indelible images of horror imprinted upon my memory. I knew that drink would mask them. It would bring temporary peace at the price of guilt, shame and the knowledge that I had taken one further step towards utter ruin.

I don't know how long I sat there, wallowing in self-pity until my eyes finally rested on my tiny wardrobe. The door had been left open to reveal a pile of rags at the bottom and a single shirt hanging from the rail. I got up and shut the door, then cried out in surprise. There, on the front of the wardrobe, hung a suit of clothes. A smart suit. A Sunday suit.

I ran back to the landing and there stood Grimes in a smart ulster that was open at the waist. Within I could see an open breasted jacket and a ridiculous bow tie. His hair had been brushed and tied in a pony tail that rested on his nape. The overall effect was more circus gorilla than devoted worshipper.

“Since you had shown no signs of spending the money I gave you for a new wardrobe, I took matters into my own hands or, more specifically, those of the Derricks girl.”

He was referring to Emma Derricks, daughter of the lodging house manager. A small young woman of pleasing countenance who had the fortune to favour her parents in neither appearance nor character.

“But how did she calculate my size?” I blustered. 

Grimes shrugged. “She guessed. Perhaps she has taken an interest in you, John.”

I recoiled from the idea that the daughter of a boarding house manager should have the impertinence to even consider me. Long developed prejudices are hard to shake off.

“Now come on,” he said. “Your God awaits and we would not want to be late.”

 

 

 

Unlike Grimes, who was obviously uncomfortable in his suit of clothes, mine felt like an old pair of slippers. It was as if I had been in disguise for years and could only now return to my true identity.

I enjoyed the reaction I received from the few tenants we passed on the stairs and in the hallway. Two touched their foreheads in respectful greeting before recognising me and, with wide eyes, shuffling by. The longer I spent in those clothes, the higher my spirits rose and the more I felt my old self. Not that this was entirely a good thing, since it had been my old self that had brought me so low in the first place.

We followed the stragglers into the moist air, across the road from the lodging house and through the iron gate, passing the new statue of Gladstone with his outstretched hand and then on to the church itself. 

I'd been there many times since I came to Bow—though not as often as custom required—and had always been struck by how dilapidated the place was inside. The air was damp and, aside from the shuffling of many feet, the dominant sound was the echoing of drips from the leaking roof. The organ music had ceased as we'd entered and, as we took our places in the rearmost pew, the vicar emerged from behind the pulpit. This was the one new object in the church, but this only served to underline the general shabbiness of the place. God would not have been impressed, I thought, adding a quiet prayer that he would keep the roof in place at least until the service was finished.

Bow was a poor area then and now, and the congregation was mainly of the labouring classes with a few degenerates lurking in the shadows. 

“Dearly beloved,” the vicar intoned. He had a reedy voice and a tendency to chant his sermons. I tended to the impression that he enjoyed giving them rather more than the congregation enjoyed receiving them. “Grace, mercy and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ be with you.”

I mouthed the responses, acknowledging my sinfulness and hoping for salvation, but as I did so the image of Williams' body hanging in that basement leapt into my mind and I did not discover the peace I sought. Instead, I found myself asking why God allowed such monstrous acts in his creation. Why didn't he act? Had Williams been such a wicked man that he deserved to die in agony? Or was God truly that callous or weak?

We stood; we sat; we sang; we knelt; we received communion and we left. And still peace eluded me. I was only brought out of my reverie by hearing my name called as we shuffled out of the church.

“Mr Makepeace?”

I turned, surprised to find Grimes behind me. He stepped out of the way and a well-dressed man wearing a top hat and pristine black coat ploughed through the crowd of penitents like Moses parting the Red Sea. He was tall, heavily built, with a full beard of wiry brown hair flecked with grey. His small eyes were magnified in a pair of round spectacles that danced on his nose as he talked. He had an air of restrained jocularity about him, though I also perceived that here was a man of inner strength.

“You are John Makepeace, are you not?” he said, his hand enveloping mine as he shook it.

I nodded. “I am. You are Mr Bryant, I believe.” I had seen him in church before, from time to time, though I knew him to be a Quaker by birth. He it was who had paid for the statue of Gladstone to be built.

“I wondered if my eyes were deceiving me. It is good to meet thee, John. If I may be so informal as to use your prénom?”

“Of course,” I responded, moving a little closer to him to allow the stragglers to pass. 

Soon enough, we were alone in the churchyard—Bryant, myself and Grimes—though I suspected the vicar was lurking somewhere nearby since it seemed unlikely that he would lose sight of his principle worshipper and chief benefactor.

“In that case, you must call me Theodore.” I had a flash of white teeth as his beard parted in a smile. I suspected at least half of them were ivory.

“This is my friend, Mr Grimes,” I said, gesturing to my companion. I realised as I did so that I didn't know his Christian name. His eyes creased in barely disguised mirth as he realised this.

Bryant turned to him and held out his hand. “I'm pleased to meet you, Mr Grimes.”

“I am called Ichabod,” Grimes said as he shook. The scene reminded me of a grizzly bear meeting one of his polar cousins in the wilderness.

“Ichabod? The inglorious one? Unfortunate.” 

Bryant, who gave the impression of being a man rarely short of words, subsided.

“Perhaps,” Grimes responded with a smile. “Also quite possibly justified. Now, if you gentlemen will excuse me, I have an appointment to keep. I will see you back at our lodgings, John.” He said this last to me before heading along the path towards the iron gates.

“You keep strange company,” Bryant said as he watched Grimes stalk away.

“He's a good man,” I responded. “Though he is certainly unconventional.”

Bryant continued to follow Grimes with his eyes until he'd disappeared from view. “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.” He stroked his beard as he spoke but then abruptly snapped out of his contemplation and turned back to me. “Now then, John, when did you last see your father?”

I confess this question took me entirely by surprise. I opened my mouth to respond, but he spoke first.

“It isn't seemly for a man and his father to become estranged. No-one profits by it, and I speak as one who should know. My father and I barely spoke for many years, though we continued to work in the factory. He died before I could make my peace with him. I regret it, John, and do not wish it for you.”

I shook my head. “I have nothing to say to my father, Mr Bryant, and I respectfully ask that you do not seek to advise on such matters. You cannot know the state of affairs between us, or the reasons for our current situation.”

He seemed shocked at the vehemence of my response. “Come now, John, there must be some hope? Did our Lord not preach forgiveness? It is a worthy deed.”

“Perhaps, but then I am a flawed man and am not ready to forgive.”

Bryant paused for a moment as if making up his mind about something. “I understand; truly I do. Perhaps this is not a discussion for now, especially when standing in a damp churchyard. Would you be willing to meet again when time allows? Merely to speak as friends, or as two sons of tyrants?”

His teeth shone again, and I could think of no reason to refuse.

“I'd be delighted.”

“Good, good. Where shall I send my card?”

Shame flooded my face. I did not want to reveal that I lived in the lodging house for working men immediately adjacent to the church. “You can leave a message at Micawber's—the coffee house.”

Bryant's brows came together. “I would not divulge your address to your father, John, you may trust me on that.”

“Nevertheless,” I said apologetically, “I would prefer to pick up any message there. For the present, at least.”

“That is, of course, your prerogative. Well, it has been very pleasant meeting you and I shall send my card shortly. Fare thee well, John Makepeace.”

I shook his hand. “Go with grace, Theodore.”

Then it was my turn to watch in contemplation as he strode out of the church and up Bow Road towards, no doubt, the factory. So much for the day of rest.

It had been an odd encounter. Bryant had suggested that there was more to Grimes than met the eye and I couldn't help thinking that this supposition could apply equally to him.

 


The Choice

When I returned to our lodgings, I found Grimes in our new sitting room. He'd moved two chairs and the little desk from his room and had also clearly thought nothing of entering my bedroom and liberating the moth-eaten easy chair which was now positioned in front of the fire next to his.

I shook off my ulster and settled down in front of the glowing coals, warming my hands as he sat with his head in The Sunday Times. Smoke curled up from behind the paper.

“Emma has made a pot of tea,” he said with a jerk of his head toward a small table in the corner.

“Emma?”

He sighed. “Emma Derricks. You really must make more effort, John. I have engaged her as a domestic helper. I trust you do not object?”

“Of course not,” I said, heaving myself out of the chair—which, despite its shabbiness, was comfortable enough—over to the small tray. “What are you looking for?”

“Anything. I would hardly expect last night's tragedy to make the papers as it'll certainly be hushed up, but I can see no other reports.”

I returned to the chair and sipped my tea. “What would you expect to see? Is there anything about the so-called Ripper?”

“Oh yes, the paper's full of theories on that score. No, what I'm looking for are the seemingly mundane crimes. The actions of our enemies are quite deliberate and the death of the first policeman was planned to cause terror and to catch my attention.”

“Your attention? What do you mean?”

He lowered the paper. “I am the last watchman left, John. Once I am eliminated the truce must end, and the streets of London will run with blood.”

“I don't understand,” I said. It felt as though I was groping in the dark, unable to find the one missing piece of the puzzle. “Why would the end of the agreement mean such chaos?”

“We have had thirty years of peace and prosperity. The end of the truce will necessarily see both sides vying for supremacy in the new world order, and, besides, I think there are other powers behind this.”

This was too much. Far from making things clearer, Grimes was simply introducing new mysteries. “What other powers?” I asked, taking no care to mask my impatience.

“I cannot speak of it yet.”

I leapt out of my chair in a rush of nervous energy. “Grimes!”

“I am sorry. Please trust me when I say that I cannot tell you more at present, but that I will do when I can.”

Feeling like a fool standing there in front of the fire pointing at him, I diverted myself to the window and looked out on the dingy London streets below. “Tell me this, then, if you feel able,” I said. “Why at the theatre? They could have ambushed us in the basement of the White Rose and ended the truce then and there.”

He stood beside me, his heavy hand on my shoulder. “A good question, John, and one that is central. Suffice it to say that it seems our enemies wish for more than just my death. They seek my humiliation. They wish to play.”

That was his final word on the subject that afternoon and I tired of sitting with his taciturn form, so I decided to stretch my legs while it was still light. My path led me to the King's Head but didn't lead me home again until late in the night.

 

 

 

“I cannot be held responsible for his welfare, Grimes! He is lucky to be alive.”

I heard the voices but didn't wish to open my eyes. It felt as though the bed I was lying on was my own and I could also tell that I was fully clothed—in fact I was still wearing the suit I'd gone to church in... yesterday? My head felt as though it were a smith's anvil and my mind was a fog as I tried, unsuccessfully, to piece together the events of last night.

“You did him a kindness, Valentina, and I will not forget it. I'm sorry, I should have watched him more closely. I was too wrapped up in thought.”

I heard the rustling of Valentina's dress and felt the heat of shame as I imagined what a pathetic sight I must make. “You are both being shadowed—surely you must know this. He must not be allowed out after dark unaccompanied and especially when he has this addiction. Had I not intercepted his pursuer, you would have lost yet another follower. I do not know why you continue this habit of taking on human apprentices, it always ends badly.”

I thought about the revolver he'd given me and how many of my predecessors had owned it and died despite it.

“I believed he was different,” Grimes said. “I was wrong.”

“No!” I shouted, pushing myself up on the bed but succeeding only in falling out of it and sprawling on the floor.

I heard footsteps moving toward the door. “You are a fool, John Makepeace, and if you do not master your addiction, it will be the death of you.”

The door slammed shut and I lay there, unmoving, in my humiliation. 

In that moment, I felt more alone than ever before. I hadn't noticed the gap in my life that Grimes had filled until now, as I risked losing his friendship. 

But for now, I simply remained where I'd fallen, my mouth dry and bitter, a thumping in my head. I prayed for sobriety, and fell asleep again.

 

 

 

He was waiting for me in the living room of our apartment as I shuffled in later that day. I had awoken to find my mouth stuck to the coconut matting that served as a carpet in my bedroom and a desperate urge to relieve myself. My chamber pot being almost full, I trudged down the stairs to the outside privies, emptied the pot and my bladder, washed my head under the cold tap that stood beside the toilets and filled my water jug before returning to my room.

I felt a little more human, though no less ashamed of myself, and was now at least dressed respectably—for a working class labourer. 

He sat facing the door as I entered.

“Grimes,” I said, but he raised his hand and I fell into silence.

“Come in, John.”

He gestured to my chair. He'd placed it opposite his and I couldn't help noticing his sense of theatre. Stabbing pains like a thousand needles punctured my side and I stumbled, but he didn't come to my aid. I steadied myself and fell into the chair.

“If it were within my power to transport you somewhere away from this danger, I would do so,” he said. “The evidence so far insists that you are not fitted to be in the game at all and yet I believed you had it in you, and I am rarely wrong. This is puzzling.”

I said nothing, but merely sat there, holding his gaze and breathing heavily as my head continued to throb.

“For now, however, I have no means of sending you to safety and so I offer you this choice.” He waved a hand at the table where just yesterday a pot of tea had been set. Today, a bottle of whiskey sat there. 

“These rooms are the safest place in London for you. The fortifications will be completed today, and you may remain here with that bottle for company while I seek to carry out my mission. If I succeed, then, on my return, I will arrange passage out of the country to a place where you will be a stranger and, therefore, as safe as anyone else. If I fail, then there will be no escape for anyone, and you may wait here until the dark tide overtakes you.”

I looked across at the bottle. I had no desire for it at that moment, though I knew that I would soon enough. 

Again, I did not say anything. I watched him, feeling that these few minutes would set the course for the remainder of my life, however brief that might be.

He regarded me for a while, as if sizing up my reaction to this prospect. Then he produced the revolver from within his jacket.

“Or you can take this weapon and let its first duty in your service be to despatch that bottle. If you do so, and agree never to partake again, then you may choose to aid me in my mission and it will be all the more likely to succeed. I need a sober assistant, John, not the half-human vagabond that Valentina rescued yesterday.”

The revolver sat in his hand as it rested on his lap and my gaze switched from it, to his face, to the bottle on the table. 

“My choice, then,” I said, finally, “is to take the bottle and drink myself to oblivion in the hope that you succeed, or to destroy it, deny myself the only pleasure I find in life and join you upon some desperate and terrifying mission that will likely end in a painful death.”

He grunted, then gave a shrug. “The choice might be seen that way, though I suggest that, if you take the bottle, it will end in a painful death in any case. But I would not suggest this course if there were no hope, John. I see this as a means to your rescue and rehabilitation, but you must take the first step yourself and willingly. I could not blame you if you choose to hide here.”

“Frankly,” he continued, “I care not which you choose to do or, indeed, if you decide to leave this place and take your chance on the streets. Perhaps you could hide within the multitudes of London for a time. Perhaps. But I have no use for a sot. If you wish to aid me and perhaps seek redemption, then you must stand by me and not the bottle.”

He sat back in his chair and his features relaxed. It was as if he'd finished a speech long prepared and was now waiting to see which way fate would take me.

Sitting here as I write this diary, an old man weary from battle, I can barely recognise the woebegotten young fool that sat wavering between two evil futures under the apparently calm gaze of Grimes. Truth to tell, I was close—very close—to picking up the bottle and stalking back to my room to await the end, one way or another, but it was his final sentence that swayed me, and one word in particular. Redemption.

I was likely to die whichever course I took, but when I stood before my creator, I would wish to do so with something to balance the scales a little in my favour. By choosing what seemed like the hard course now, I could perhaps make amends for a life of privilege that had thus far been utterly wasted. And in that moment, I realised with pin-sharp precision that, by taking the hard road, I would be setting a precedent, for it had been the easy option that had brought me, inch by inch, to where I was now, facing this choice.

I drew in a deep breath, leant forward, took the revolver from his open hand, swept round and fired. And hit the wall. A vase fell from the windowsill, shattering on the floor amid a cloud of plaster dust.

I fired again and this time the bottle exploded, sending liquid and glass splashing against the walls and onto the ceiling. And as I heard feet thudding on the staircase, Grimes and I began to laugh until, without knowing when it happened, my laughter became tears and I hugged myself, rocking back and forth, while he watched me.

 


Pitt

The casual observer on that brisk London morning would have acquired quite the wrong impression of us. I strode confidently along the street towards Scotland Yard dressed in my newly purchased suit looking every inch the upper middle class civil servant or banker. Grimes shambled along beside me as if he were a beggar on a promise. He wore a battered Homburg beneath which his greasy grey locks flowed to rest upon his shoulders. His black coat was made of leather and almost reached the mud-swimming streets. It was much patched and barely covered corduroy-trousered legs that ended in filthy, hobnail boots.

And yet I was the apprentice and he the master. He cared not what others thought of him and made no concessions to public taste. He wore what he found comfortable and what he could acquire cheaply and was thus a time capsule of the fashions of a decade before if the observer could see beyond the dirt.

He was like the bow of a ship cutting through the sea of pedestrians as I struggled in the wash. 

It was with some relief that we arrived at the entrance to the impressive red-bricked building—one of several that housed the Metropolitan Police Force.

The change in my companion's demeanour as we entered the building was astonishing. Gone was the beggar and in his place strode an eccentrically dressed man of command. The clerk at the desk inside the entrance took one look at the card Grimes flashed and waved us in. I struggled to keep pace with my companion as he passed confidently inside. 

“Mr Grimes!”

A voice hailed us from a small corner office.

“Pitt,” Grimes grunted in reply. “Bad times, old fellow, bad times indeed.”

The inspector, who’d been examining papers through a magnifying lens, looked up from his desk and nodded. “Yes, Mr Grimes. Ah, and your latest companion. Mr ...”

“Makepeace, John Makepeace,” I responded gruffly.

“Ah yes, I remember. Please, gentlemen, sit down. But would you first close the door, Mr Makepeace?”

I pushed the door shut and sat beside Grimes in front of the desk. The room was musty and dark with a small grimy window adding little to the single electric light that hung from the ceiling.

“I would say thank you for the intelligence that led to the discovery of poor Williams' body, but...”

“Yes, it was not pleasant for anyone concerned, especially the poor devil himself,” Grimes said. 

Pitt put down his lens and sat up straight. “Do you have a theory?”

“A partial one.”

“Would you care to share it with me?”

Grimes shook his head. “I cannot at present.”

“Cannot or will not?”

“Whichever you please,” Grimes responded. “You may take your pick since they amount to the same thing.”

Suddenly, Pitt brought his fist down on the table. “Damn you, Grimes! What should I tell the man's widow? Or my officers and superiors?”

Grimes shrugged. “That we are investigating and will bring the perpetrators to justice.”

“We are investigating?” Pitt snapped. “You are not the official police force! Who in God's name do you think you are to say you are investigating?”

“Who am I? I am your best hope of ensuring that Williams is the last unexplained death in your case book,” Grimes snarled. I stared at my companion, shocked at the sudden change that had come over him. Gone was his cool reserve and, in its place, barely concealed rage.

I put my hand on his arm in an effort to calm him. “My dear fellow,” I said, marvelling at the pent up energy I could feel vibrating through him. It was as if he were a barrel of gunpowder at the moment of eruption.

Then, just as suddenly as it had arrived, the madness departed. He sagged in the chair and let out a long breath. “I am sorry, Inspector. I am not unaffected by what I have seen, and I feel that precious time is passing as we sit here and argue; time that should be spent tracing these animals to their lair and destroying them.”

Pitt gave a brief nod before walking over to his door and opening it a little. “Wiggins, tea for three. Sharp as you like.”

He returned to his seat and looked from one to the other of us. “I get the impression that there is much more to this than a sadistic murderer who is targeting officers of the police.”

“And ladies of the night,” I added.

“Indeed,” he acknowledged, reddening a little. “I have been your liaison within the Metropolitan Police Force for a little over a year now, Mr Grimes, and I was given only the sparsest of briefings when I took over from Inspector Jenkins.”

Grimes was now, to all appearances, the cool and controlled man I thought I'd come to know. “Richard was a good officer,” he said, “and a brave man.”

“A brave dead man. Death seems to follow you around, Mr Grimes, but only touches your associates; never yourself.”

For a moment, I thought the rage had returned as Grimes bristled. But then he shrugged. “I cannot deny it. I go into dark places and fight against the things I find there. It is a dangerous calling.”

“Will you not tell me more of this calling? I'm certain I could be of greater assistance if I understood it better.”

“You have been told that my mission is vital to the safety of Londoners,” Grimes responded in a half rhetorical tone.

Pitt nodded.

“Then let that be enough for now.”

I watched Pitt keenly. I knew more than enough of Grimes' mission for the sake of my own comfort and yet I yearned to know what his theory was for these attacks. I could only imagine the frustration a naturally curious and intelligent man such as Pitt must have been experiencing. But he evidently decided that he wouldn't win the battle of wills today, so he sighed and gestured at the papers strewn across his desk. 

“Very well, then. Perhaps you would care to examine these reports. I am attempting to discover a pattern.”

Grimes and I leaned forward to examine the papers. They were hand-completed forms such as the police used in those days to record crimes and to transpose their notebooks. “It has been a particularly bloody few days,” Grimes concluded after a few minutes' examination, “though little of this has been reported in the papers.”

“In the main these are the petty crimes of the lower classes,” Pitt said.

“And therefore, of little interest to the press,” I added, unable to hide my anger. 

Pitt looked at me with surprise in his eyes and I realised how, in my city clothes, I must have appeared to be the archetype of the sort of gentleman reader The Times wrote for. But I had lived on the other side of society's divide and, indeed, still abode in the heart of it. Bow was, at that time, the worst part of London: at least by the yardsticks used by the better classes. But, by living there, I had learned about its inhabitants and come to sympathise with the poverty and class system that entrapped them.

Grimes was riffling through the papers. “Mugging, burglary, drunken brawls, street knifings. Over what period, Inspector?”

“These are the reports from the past two days.”

“Good grief,” I exclaimed, “are there usually so many crimes in such a short period of time?”

Pitt gave a non-committal shrug. “It has been a busy few days, certainly, but not exceptional.”

“Six million people live in our great city, John,” Grimes said as he continued to examine each report sheet in order, “and where there are so many, crime is inevitable. You are aware enough, I think, of the assaults and robberies that take place on our very doorstep.”

“I am, but I considered Bow to be singular.”

He shook his head. “It is the rule rather than the exception, my friend. Here now, what's this?”

Grimes had exhausted one pile of papers and was examining another.

“I doubt you'll find anything amongst those, Mr Grimes,” Pitt said. “That is my discard pile containing the pettiest of the reports. Nothing but minor scuffles and the like.”

Ignoring the inspector, Grimes handed me the slip. “What do you make of it? You're an educated man, after all.”

The paper recorded a burglary from a greengrocer in Archibald Street in which two crates of lemons were stolen. “But Grimes, surely the inspector is correct? This is just petty villainy.”

Grimes gave a disappointed grunt. “You really must learn to have a more open mind. We are living in unusual times and are therefore looking for anything out of the ordinary whether it seems trivial or not. Why would lemons be stolen?”

“Well,” I blustered, “I'm sure I can think of a dozen reasons.”

“Name one.”

Of course, I couldn't. It was possible that this was nothing more than an opportunistic theft, but he was driving at something and I desperately wanted to rise to the challenge. “Was anything else taken?”

“Bravo!” To my utter astonishment, Grimes leapt to his feet and took my hand, shaking it with much excitement. “That is the right question, John. The docket records no other missing items. Is this officer known to you, Pitt? Is he reliable?”

The inspector took the paper from me and examined it. “Constable Bowyer. Yes, I know him. A bit of a plodder, but thorough enough. If he records no other missing items, then you may rely on it that there were no others. What is it?” Three sharp raps on the door and it opened to admit a young officer with a flushed face.

“Come quickly, sir, there's been another murder.”

 

 

 

We sat in the police growler as it was driven at pace through the streets of London. Pitt was opposite us with a constable beside him. Grimes hunched over the dockets he'd liberated from Pitt's office.

“What are you doing, Grimes?” the inspector said, his usually courteous manner abandoned. “A man has been murdered and you have your nose in a stack of inconsequential reports.”

Grimes continued to squint at the papers in the fading light from the windows. “You did not think them inconsequential an hour ago,” he said without looking up. “They were strewn across your desk.”

“I was clutching at straws!”

“And what information do we have about this latest attack?” Grimes asked, glancing across at the policeman.

Pitt shrugged. “Very little. We know that the victim is a respectably dressed man and that he was found on the corner of Atlantic Road.”

“And that's all we have to go on?”

“Yes, we'll learn more when we arrive.”

Grimes gave a derisive grunt. “Then, in the meantime, I shall occupy myself with your inconsequential paperwork.”

With an exasperated sigh, Pitt looked across at me, as if seeking support. “Isn't Atlantic Road in Lambeth?” I asked. 

“It is,” Pitt responded. “We shall be there shortly.”

“An odd place for a respectably dressed man to find himself.”

I lurched sideways as Grimes punched me on the shoulder. “Well done again, John!” he said. “We shall make a detective of you yet.”

I flushed warm with pride, but dropped my eyes when I caught sight of Pitt's expression. He seemed as pent up as the boiler of a steam train with no valve to vent his frustration. I understood. People were dying on his watch and he had no answers.

I attempted to engage him in conversation. “How long have you been an inspector, Mr Pitt?” 

“A little over two years,” he said, seeming to deflate as he spoke. 

“You must have been one of the youngest to be promoted to such a rank.”

Now he smiled. Pride, it seemed, trumped fear and frustration. “I was and am. And no help from my background, either. No public school or rich family behind me. I earned my rank the hard way.”

It was my turn to tighten up now. Here was a man who had made his way in his chosen profession despite his station, whereas I had been incapable of achieving anything significant even though I'd had every advantage.

“We've arrived,” Grimes said as the carriage swung around a corner.

“How can you tell?” I asked. “Does Atlantic Road have a distinctive road surface?”

Grimes glanced across at me. “No, I looked out of the window and saw the street sign.”

I flushed, though in truth I was almost certain that he'd done no such thing. Sure enough, the growler came to a halt and rocked as the driver jumped down to open the door. 

We followed Pitt onto the street and towards the group of constables gathered around the entrance to an alleyway. An old gas streetlamp illuminated no more than the first few feet of the alley, so we allowed one of the constables to lead the way holding aloft a brass spirit lamp whose light swung from one filthy wall to the other as he walked.

The body was hanging upside down; its feet tied to a rusty hook embedded in the wall and hands tied behind its back. It was a man dressed, as reported, in well-made city clothes. His face was black with congealed blood that had poured from the gash in his throat.

We stood silently taking in this horrific scene until a man in plain clothes stepped from the shadows. 

“Ah, Detective Hargreaves,” Pitt said. “What do you have to report?”

Hargreaves—a middle-aged man with a large circumference and close-cropped grey beard—pulled a notebook from his waistcoat and opened it.

“The body was discovered today at 3:30 post meridiem by a Mrs McKluskey who lives and, ahem, works locally. Sir.”

“Do we know the identity of the unfortunate victim?”

McKluskey shook his bowler-hatted head. “No, sir. Standing orders are to leave the scene untouched and await the arrival of more—ahem—qualified and senior officers.”

“And yet you saw fit to refasten the man's trousers,” Grimes said.

Even in the paltry yellowish illumination of the police lamp I saw the face of Hargreaves colour. But when I glanced at the hanging figure, I could see no sign of any interference with his dress.

Grimes stepped forward, took the lamp from the constable and pointed at the victim's waist. “See here and here, the waistcoat dips under the belt which, yes, has not been fastened in its customary place.” I screwed my eyes to see what he was indicating, having no wish to stray any closer to the dead man than was necessary. 

“The hole beneath the buckle is wider than the others,” Pitt said. “Yes, I see it. Explain yourself, Hargreaves.”

The older man drew in a deep breath. “It's like this, sir. This man, he's died a most 'orrible death but he's clearly a respectable person and I didn't want his reputation to be tarnished.”

“So, his trousers were unfastened when you found him?”

Hargreaves nodded.

“And did you find anything else on him? Anything you would have wished was not discovered?” Grimes asked.

Sighing, Hargreaves pulled a small packet out of his pocket and, holding it by one corner, handed it to Grimes who showed it to me:

Vulcanised Rubber Prophylactics, E. Lambert and Son.

“He came prepared, then,” I said.

Grimes nodded. “Indeed. We can be fairly certain that he chose this place deliberately. So you see, John, that his presence in this part of London isn't so very difficult to explain. I doubt very much that he came here under duress or was captured and brought here for... whatever this is.”

Kneeling beside the head, Grimes examined the wound, the wall behind the body and the grimy floor beneath it. “Could you spare some spirit from your lamp, constable? On a little cloth, if you please.”

When the policeman had obliged, Grimes used the soaked handkerchief to wipe away the blood from the man's chin and face. I could see his shoulders sag. “I believe he was gagged.”

I leaned a little closer to see where he was pointing. “Do you mean to say that he was conscious when his throat was cut? That is barbaric!”

“Indeed. We are dealing with the barbarous.”

Pitt was scribbling in his book by the light of the spirit lamp which was now back in the hands of the constable. “Can we conclude, then, that he was here for a pre-arranged assignation and—given the fact that the rubber packet was sealed—that this did not take place?”

Grimes, who'd been using a measuring stick, dropped it and his notebook into his pocket before standing up. “I think that's about it, though the fact that he was, shall we say, preparing himself, suggests that he did indeed meet his correspondent here. Which makes her the prime witness. We can only hope that she did not meet with a similar fate.”


Anna

The home—or, more accurately, place of business—of Mrs McCluskey had once been lavishly decorated, but the fine velvets and silks on the chaises longues, chairs and curtains were now faded and thinning. I sneezed as we entered but had promised myself I would breathe through my nostrils since I didn't want to sample the fetid air of a downtown brothel. I was something of a prig at the time, I regret to admit.

“No, I don't know of her whereabouts,” McCluskey said as she sat in a chair and waved at the dusty sofa opposite. Grimes dropped into place without hesitation while I perched myself on the edge.

She was a large woman of advanced years. Behind the thick makeup and spectacles lurked a face that had, I would guess, seen more than seventy summers. Beneath a white bonnet sat the blonde ringlets of a wig that looked as though it had been made from more than one donor. She wore a light silk dress of a type that had been fashionable a decade ago and gave every evidence of having been worn regularly in the intervening years. Had she possessed a shepherd's crook, she could have taken the stage as a geriatric Bo Peep.

“It was on account of her going missing that I was out looking and came across... came across... the —”

Pitt, who'd been hovering behind us, quite content to allow Grimes to conduct the questioning, stepped forward and handed her his handkerchief.

“Here, madam. I am sorry that we must ask such questions, but our task is to prevent further tragedies.”

Her moist eyes peered up at him from over the top of the spectacles. “Thank you, inspector. It is quaite difficult.”

She was adopting the sort of accent affected by lower class folk when talking to their betters, but she couldn't quite suppress her Lambeth twang.

“What can you tell us of the gentleman she was due to meet?” Grimes asked.

“Why nothing, sir,” McCluskey said with a shrug. “Except she said he was a nice one. Never wanted anything too out of the ordinary. Just a lonely gentleman in need of companionship.”

“How many times had she... met... with this man?”

McCluskey thought for a moment. “Well, she only joined my establishment two or three weeks ago, and he met her weekly, so there's your answer.”

“How did he first come into contact with her?” 

Grimes was like a dog on a scent and his direct questioning seemed to be unsettling the woman.

“He was known to us,” she said. “We knows what he's lookin' for, and when Anna came to stay, I says to myself 'Here's the perfect girl for him.' so when he next came a'visitin', I introduced him. And I were right—he was smitten.”

“It’s my business,” the old woman continued, recovering her bravado. “I can tell who’s right for any man, though I will confess that you are quite the challenge. I don’t believe I’ve ever met anyone quite of your type.”

This time, it was Grimes’ turn to fidget uncomfortably. “My tastes are not at issue here, we need to find this girl, this Anna. You say she was only here for a brief time. What can you tell us about her?”

McCluskey shrugged as if the matter were of little consequence. “There’s not much to say. She came looking for work and I took her on.”

“Where had she come from?”

“I didn’t ask questions, though I reckon she was high born like your friend here,” she said, glancing across at me. “Posh accent and skin like ivory, she had. That’s why I thought she’d be a match for our gentleman. Some of them likes a bit of rough as we say in the trade, but this man was all for the genteel ones. Mind you, it doesn’t stop ‘em once they gets going.”

Grimes sighed. “Yes, I think that’s quite enough, thank you. There’s nothing more you can tell us about this girl? Did she give a surname?”

The old woman shook her head and would say no more. Even I, a neophyte detective, knew she was holding back. “But do you not care where Anna is?” I asked.

“Oh, I knows my girls, sir, and this one can take care of herself. If I were you—and I don’t mean to be presumptuous—I wouldn’t be worrying about her safety, I’d be thinking about the next gentleman in this city what she will be going after.”

“This is preposterous,” I said to Grimes as we breathed the fresher air outside the brothel. “A girl is missing following the most heinous of murders, and that... that... woman suggests it was carried out by a member of her sex? No, I simply do not accept it.”

Grimes pulled me to one side so that we could talk privately. “You are a romantic fool, John, if you believe women incapable of such deeds. Is there no lady you can think of who might, in certain conditions, prove to be a savagely efficient killer?”

I was about to shake my head at such a ridiculous assertion when I saw, in my mind’s eye, an aquiline profile that hid an inner power. “Valentina? Well, yes, of course. But she is a vamp...” And then it hit me finally. “Oh.”

“Obvious really, isn't it? Anna, if that was indeed her name, was the bait and no doubt played her part in the murder.”

“But can we be certain? Is it not possible that this girl is an innocent party to all this? Or at least as innocent as a woman of the night could be.”

Grimes gestured me to follow him back to the dimly lit street. “Really, John, you must try to rein in your more judgemental tendencies. Not everyone was born into privilege and many have no choice but to earn a living in ways you would consider reprehensible.”

The protest died in my throat because I knew he was right and hated him for it.

Pitt had returned to the scene of the murder to supervise the gathering of evidence and so Grimes and I shared a hansom back to 215 Bow Road. I sat in doleful silence throughout the journey and said not a word to him even as we ascended the stairs.

“Will you join me in a nightcap?” he said as he unlocked the new door at the top of the building, and we stepped onto the landing. Grimes, it seemed, had been entirely unaffected by my sullenness, which did nothing to improve my mood. I was also certain that the nightcap would be non-alcoholic—a fact that simultaneously left me disappointed and relieved.

Sure enough, as we entered the sitting room, he went across to the window and removed a jar of milk he'd left on the sill to keep cool. He poured it into an iron kettle on the mantelpiece and dropped it into the smouldering coals of the fire.

“You are doing well, John,” he said as he dropped into his chair.

I took off my coat and hat and sat beside him. “I don't follow.”

“Yesterday you were drooling into your bedroom carpet. Today you have taken no drink and have asked for none, despite the shocking and gruesome scene we encountered in Lambeth.”

“In truth, I have not thought about drink,” I said. And it was true—his offer of a nightcap had been the first moment I'd felt anything like the familiar yearning.

Grimes nodded with satisfaction and leaned forward to poke the quietly bubbling kettle.

I drew in the soporific aroma of warm milk and breathed deeply. “I crave sleep, but I dread it also. What I've seen over these past days will feed my nightmares for the rest of my life.” 

“It seems so incongruous,” I continued. “Sitting here in front of the fire drinking warm milk when evil things stalk the night.”

Handing me a mug of warm milk, Grimes settled back into his chair. The scarlet light of the dying fire flickered in the black depths of his eyes. “It may seem so, but it pays to sit and think and prepare so that when we do act, we stand a chance of succeeding. We are all that is left of the Watch, John, and if we fall, the peace will shatter, and Hell will be loosed on the streets of London.”

“You have said that more than once,” I responded, “but you have not explained why it would be so apocalyptic—the peace has only endured for a few decades.”

Grimes sighed and put down his mug. “Imagine a stream flowing gently through the countryside. A family of beavers builds a dam. What happens if we destroy the dam?”

I shrugged, not seeing where this was going. “The stream reverts to normal.”

“No!” Grimes snapped. “Think, John. Destroying the dam unleashes a torrent and it is only once that has passed that the waters relent. It is the flood that we must avoid.”

He relaxed again and began turning the mug around in his hands. “And there is one factor that makes this threat greater than any we've faced before. This is not a campaign being waged by some petty vampire or human looking to profit from chaos: I thought it was so, but the signs are unmistakable. The three murders so far—the blood sacrifice, the dark angel and the reverse hanging—these are ritual in nature, John. They are designed with the express purpose of spreading terror. Once these killings, and their methods, become public knowledge, there will be panic on the streets, the authorities will be stretched to the limit keeping control and the true threat will emerge.”

I sat, silently transfixed by him as he stared into the fire and spoke. With a thrill, I realised that he was frightened. Not for me or for society in general, but for himself.

“Who is behind this, Grimes?”

After a pause, Grimes began to speak in a monotone, machine-like, fashion. “His name is Argalon and he is a demon spawned from the very pits of Hell.”

 

 

 

I got nothing more from him that night. It was as if, having said the name, he had exhausted his ability or willingness to communicate and he simply sat in front of the fire as if facing the inferno himself.

After a fitful sleep interrupted by long periods spent lying awake listening to the creaks of the house and imagining long claws wrapping around the window frames, I found him in our sitting room with his nose in the paper.

I greeted him, poured myself a cup of tea and sat down in front of the newly laid fire. I found myself staring into the hearth and watching its rhythmic pulsing. The ticking of the clock above the mantelpiece and the occasional pop from the fire were the only sounds other than the background rumble of the street below and the rustle of Grimes' paper. I wondered if I'd ever become accustomed to the incongruity of this pleasant room and the conversations we had within it.

Of course, the subject I most wished to discuss—but also dreaded—was the one I knew he'd least wish to talk about, but I began forming the words in my mind when he broke the silence.

“Aha!”

He laid the paper on his knees and stabbed a finger at a paragraph in the incidental news section. “What do you make of that?”

The copy ran thus:

Messrs Pratt and Smith reported a burglary at their factory between the hours of 9pm on Monday night and 6am on Tuesday morning. Much damage was caused, and several kegs stolen. 

“This seems to be the report of a petty crime,” I said, “as are the others on this page. I don't see the significance.”

“Are you familiar with Pratt and Smith? No? They import and manufacture chemicals for use in the food and medicinal trades. Come, let us pay them a visit.”

He sprang out of his chair like a statue come to life. 

“But Grimes, what of this so-called demon? You have told me so little.”

“I have told you too much, John. Let that rest for now.”

I threw my hands in the air in exasperation. “And the hanging man? You are going to concern yourself with a trivial burglary? Surely we should be looking for this Anna and ascertaining the identity of the poor victim?”

He'd shown no signs of hearing me as he pulled on his ulster but, as he dropped his ridiculous hat on his oversized head, he turned. “These things are all connected. I do not comprehend every detail, but I know that if I pull at this thread…” he brandished the slip he'd torn from the paper, “…then others will unravel that will lead us to the centre of the web. Now come, we have much to do and I'd rather be back before dark.”

 


Pratt & Smith

The factory of Pratt & Smith squatted beside the River Lea a short walk from our lodgings. It struck me just how many of the locations we'd visited seemed to be near where we lived, but when I mentioned this to Grimes he merely shrugged as if it were of no consequence. I'd often wondered why a man of such obvious means would choose to live in a working man's lodging house in the worst part of London and it seemed to me that this might be the answer. His task was to guard against the forces of darkness, and this was where they were centred.

My nose crinkled as we entered the factory yard. Sacks and crates were scattered around, their contents spilling into the mud and emitting occasional plumes of smoke as they mixed. A surly worker with a ruddy face and a scar-pocked beard pointed to the office where we found a man hunched over a ledger.

He looked up as we approached, his eyes widening in surprise.

“You were expecting some other visitors?” Grimes said.

For a moment, he simply blinked at us from behind thick spectacles and then he put down his pen and stood. “I am Jeremiah Pratt. As to your question, I was expecting the police. I assume you are not they?”

Grimes gave a brief chuckle. “No, Mr Pratt, we are quite unofficial.”

“Then I have nothing to say to you. Good day.” He sat down abruptly and picked up his pen again.

“Do you not wish to know why we are calling?” I interjected.

“If you wish to discuss business then my partner, Mr Smith, will return within the hour. He deals with such matters. I concern myself with the running of the factory.” He said all this without looking up.

“Perhaps you are trying to find a replacement for the bicarbonate of soda that was stolen two nights ago.”

Pratt's head shot up. “What? How could you possibly know what was stolen? Are you from the insurers?”

Smiling, Grimes pulled a pair of chairs from beside the wall and sat down in front of the desk, motioning me to sit beside him. “As I said, we are not the official police, but then this is not the sort of crime that is in their normal line of work.”

“It seems to me that it is simple theft.”

“But who would steal bicarbonate of soda?”

The little man behind the desk settled back into his chair with a sigh. “That is what I have been wrestling with. It is not an uncommon substance, although I'll warrant that there is nowhere one would find a greater supply.”

I confess I was as much in the dark as Mr Pratt and beginning to resent the fact that my colleague hadn't confided his line of reasoning to me.

“Tell me, Mr Pratt, was anything else taken? Sugar or, more specifically, glucose, perhaps?”

The man's eyes popped so wide his spectacles fell off. “How could you possibly know that?” he spluttered as he thrust them back onto his nose.

Triumph spread across the face of Grimes. There was something reptilian about that satisfied grin that made me think of an ancient dinosaur digesting a recent meal.

“Please tell me everything,” he said.

 

 

 

“To summarise, then,” Grimes said as he put down his pen. “Barrels containing approximately a hundredweight each of bicarbonate of soda and glucose were reported missing yesterday morning. They were discovered by a Mr Yateman, the stores manager; a man well known to you and considered trustworthy.”

Pratt nodded at this point as if to emphasise Yateman's standing in his esteem.

“After a thorough check of the premises, you discovered a rarely used rear entrance to the factory was unlocked and, suspecting foul play, you called in the police who showed little interest. You then contacted The Times and they sent a junior reporter around which resulted in the notice that brought us here. Is that correct?”

“It is an adequate summary,” Pratt responded.

“So, you believe that the door was left deliberately unlocked?”

Again, Pratt nodded. “We run a most thorough operation, Mr Grimes. All entrances are checked before the foreman leaves and the night watch arrives.”

“At 9pm?”

“Yes.”

“And Bates the watchman saw and heard nothing?”

“Correct.”

“Bates being beyond reproach.”

“Indeed.”

I realised I'd been holding myself perfectly still as I listened to the interrogation. “It seems to be quite the mystery.”

Pratt went to speak, but Grimes cut him off. “Not at all. It was clearly an inside job.”

“What? That is outrageous! I would vouch for every man here. And every woman!” Pratt said, leaping up and wagging his pen at Grimes who made what he probably considered to be calming movements with his hands.

“You say you can vouch for everyone?” Grimes said. “Including that man on the gate who showed us in?”

Pratt's eyebrows creased. “Hellier? Well, to be sure, he's only worked here for two or three weeks, but he came recommended. My brother found him a position. He has given no cause for complaint.”

“And I daresay you'll find that he is no longer on the premises,” Grimes said, watching an expression of surprise form again on Pratt's face as the little man ran out of the room.

 

 

 

“I knew him for what he was as soon as we arrived,” Grimes said to me in the hansom as we headed home. Though it was only a short walk, darkness had now fallen, and he'd decided it was safer to be driven through the streets of London than to proceed on foot.

“I must admit,” I replied, “I found him quite a repellent fellow, but I meet enough of that sort that it did not make me suspicious.”

“Perhaps you should heed your instincts, John.”

“But not all vampires make me feel that way,” I said.

Grimes chuckled to himself. “Indeed, Valentina cannot be called repellent. But she is different, is she not? When you are in her presence, do you not sense it?”

I said nothing. I had indeed felt something when around her, but I put that down to a misplaced affection or, if I wished to be entirely honest with myself, I would call it lust. 

“Work on it, my friend. Being able to identify them is your first line of defence. Many humans lack the talent entirely but, unless I am very much mistaken, it is within you. Develop it and it will serve you well—in all probability, it will save your life one day.”

Eager to change the subject, I latched onto the burning question. “Why didn't you apprehend this fellow when you discovered what he was?”

“Ah, but then he would have been of little use to us. It was essential that he believed he'd escaped when he slipped out of the yard as we were shown into the presence of that idiot Pratt.”

“Why? What possible use is he to us now that we've lost him?”

Another chuckle. “Oh, we haven't lost him, my friend, and I expect to find out exactly where he is by dawn. For now, however, let us return to our lodgings and wait in comfort.”

“Very well, but I hope you will explain how this minor theft at a chemical factory is tied up with our business.”

“I will, John, I promise. The presence of Mr Hellier at Pratt's was the final dot above the final letter. I now know, at least in general, what is happening, and the question has become whether I can stop it.”

 

 

 

To our surprise, we found Inspector Pitt waiting for us outside our fortified door when we returned. Grimes froze for a moment when he recognised the policeman and then bounded up the remaining steps and opened the door.

“What is the meaning of this?” he asked as we strode through to the sitting room. He was speaking in a hoarse whisper and I don't think I'd ever seen him so full of nervous tension as he was at that moment.

“I came to warn you,” Pitt said. He glanced around the room as if checking for spies lurking in the dancing shadows of the fire. “There has been a purge. I am to be moved to another department and all co-operation with... with agents such as yourself is to cease.”

I pressed a tumbler of whiskey into the inspector's trembling hand (oh, how I was tempted) and encouraged him to sit in my chair beside the fire as Grimes paced up and down impatiently. I looked up at my colleague and he took my meaning—this man was at the furthest limits of his nerves and needed more delicate handling than Grimes was capable of.

Pulling up a chair, I took the glass from the policeman and waited for him to compose himself. “Tell us what has happened, Inspector.”

He drew in a deep breath. “I am but a cog in the wheels of power, Mr Makepeace, and so all I have to relay is the official line I have been given and, to be honest with you, much of that is beyond my comprehension.”

“Why not start at the beginning, old chap?”

He nodded before looking into the fire as if he'd find his memories there. “It all happened so quickly. I was working on the investigations into the murders of Jenkins and Williams, and trying to make the connection with the gentleman in the alley when I was summoned to a meeting with one of my superiors.”

“When was this?” I asked, feeling the pressure of Grimes' dark eyes on me.

“What? Oh, it was only a matter of a few hours ago. I had lost myself in my musings and had not kept track of the time, but it was dark outside so it can't have been earlier than five o'clock.”

I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned to see a small serving plate hovering there with several digestives. Grimes nudged them in my direction, and I offered them to our shaken friend. I glanced up in time to see Grimes shrug before stepping back into the shadows.

“What happened at the meeting?” I asked. Grimes gave a disappointed tut and I quickly added, “And who was there?”

Pitt took a few moments to gather his thoughts as he nibbled on the biscuit. “There were three, which was unusual. My superior, Chief Inspector Spencer, and two other gentlemen I didn't recognise.”

“Were they not introduced?”

“Only by title, Inspector Spencer told me they were from the Foreign Office or some such, which surprised me as we are more used to having dealings with the Home Office.”

“Describe them,” Grimes said from the shadows.

Rubbing his chin thoughtfully, Pitt said, “One was a tall gentleman in, I should say, his late thirties. He was introduced as the superior. The other was also tall, but broader and a little older. The junior of the two in rank, but there was something about him that, well, reminded me of you, Grimes. I don't know how to describe it, but there is more to him than simply being a civil servant.”

“What did they say?”

“They said nothing,” Pitt said, “but the Chief told me that my section has been disbanded and all communication with my... unofficial contacts must cease.”

“An order that you are breaking,” I said.

Pitt nodded and took another biscuit. “I'm afraid that some things go beyond official orders. I have seen what is happening on the streets and I fear that the deaths of those policemen and the gentleman in the alley will go uninvestigated unless you get to the bottom of it. I fear my superiors wish to sweep it all under the carpet.”

“But how will they explain the deaths? It must come out in the press soon, surely?”

“They'll blame it on the Ripper,” Grimes said, moving back into the light of the fire and settling into his chair. “Mark my words it'll be all over the papers tomorrow morning.”

Pit sighed. “I fear you are correct, Mr Grimes. I joined the Force to see justice done and yet it seems my superiors care only for covering up the deaths of their own.”

“There is more to it than that,” Grimes said. “Wheels within wheels, Inspector. It may seem like a simple case of covering up a failed investigation, but their true purpose is yet hidden. By God, how we hamper ourselves!”

He leapt up, strode across the room and threw back the curtain to gaze down at the dark London streets. I imagined I could see, reflected in the window, a pair of smouldering eyes as he stood like a volcano holding back vast pent up energies. 

“It was ever thus,” he said after a long pause. “When we most need to be united, we drift apart, those that oppose the enemies of humanity. And we shall have such need of unity. You should go now. We need to retain a friend in the police force.”

I took Pitt's hand as he rose, a little unsteadily, wrapped his coat around himself, and made for the door. “I shall see you out,” I said.

“I wish I understood what was happening,” Pitt said as we negotiated the last step and stood in the hall. 

I gave a grim chuckle. “I feel as though I am wandering through a huge cave with nothing but a safety lamp to illuminate the darkness. I know there is a vastness beyond the range of my lamp in which lurk things that seek to harm me and yet I can do nothing more than to light the ground at my feet and hope I can navigate it safely.”

He shook my hand as we opened the door. “I suspect your colleague knows the cave like the back of his hand. It seems we must trust in him, but it would be better if he'd draw us a map.”

“I'm not entirely certain of that,” I said, realising the truth of it as the word formed. “I wonder whether I'd have the courage to put one foot in front of another if I truly knew what was out there.”

Pitt pulled his coat collar up around his ears and wished me goodbye in a cloud of steaming breath. As he went, he tipped his hat to a figure walking towards the open door.

“It seems you are finding wisdom at last, John. Sometimes it is better not to know. Sadly, however, we no longer have that luxury. Now, will you invite me inside?”


End of Days

I followed Valentina up the stairs and into our rooms where she was greeted by Grimes who, it seemed, had been expecting her.

He took the black coat from her shoulders and the black hat with its three scarlet flowers from her hands and gestured her to sit in his chair. 

I stood beside the fire and watched as the flickering amber light played across her flawless skin; though it gave her angular features an unappealing sharpness. And yet I found her compelling.

“Here, my dear,” Grimes was saying. He handed her a cup of warm milk and I noticed for the first time that Emma, our serving girl, had been there, as she exited into the small parlour where she had been warming the milk. Not for Valentina a tin container hung over the open fire.

Emma returned and Grimes dismissed her. As she left, I wondered what she must have made of this strange meeting between two men and a singular woman. I concluded that the girl was probably too dense to think anything of it—a thought that only served to underline what an arrogant, self-entitled fool I was as a younger man.

“Did you succeed?” Grimes asked.

Valentina put down her cup and nodded. “I did. You were correct; he is certainly of my kind, though he took little care to conceal his movements. Some of us, you see, consider ourselves to be innately superior to humans and that is a weakness that can often betray.”

“Where did he go?” 

I noticed that Grimes' usual impatience was kept under check when he spoke with Valentina. Here was a woman he regarded as his equal, I realised.

“The match factory on Old Ford Road. I dared not follow once I had seen him enter since I am sure it is guarded.”

“Bryant and May?” I exclaimed. “You were right, Grimes, it all seems to be centred around us!”

Grimes shook his shaggy head. “No, my friend. As I explained, I am here because this part of London is where these things often take place. However, it possibly makes Mr Bryant's attention at the church on Sunday more significant than I gave it credit for at the time. Perhaps he knows something. So many threads, but which one to pull first?”

This exasperated me. “Grimes, this is intolerable! So many threads? I see none whatsoever. It is time for your obfuscation to end and I must insist that you tell me what you know.”

Grimes, who'd been standing on the other side of the fire leaning on the mantelpiece, looked surprised. “My dear John, I must apologise. But the threads have only just become apparent this evening. I will not tell you everything I know, since that would be a long and dark story that would not settle your nerves, but I will relate what I believe is the current state of affairs and we three, together, must judge the right path to take.”

He drew up one of the dining chairs and sat himself in front of the fire as I dropped into my seat beside our guest. 

“I confess, Ichabod, that I see nothing but darkness ahead of us,” Valentina said. “My personal fate is, of course, of little consequence —”

“Not to me,” I blurted out.

She turned her head and smiled sadly. “That is kind of you, John, but events are now moving that make our lives of little moment in comparison. The collapse of the truce would bring about unimaginable calamity.”

“Well then, let us begin with what we know,” Grimes said as he climbed out of his chair again and began pacing up and down in front of the fire. “A few nights ago, members of both watches were purged in a coordinated attempt to eliminate us and thus bring an end to the agreement between humanity and the other people inhabiting this world.”

“Due to the intervention of my friend, Mr Makepeace, their attempt on my life was foiled.”

At this moment, I found myself wondering how it was that Grimes had been so easily overcome in that graveyard, given what I had seen of his power since that night. However, this wasn't the moment to satisfy my curiosity, so I filed it away to re-examine in future. I turned my attention back to my colleague as he continued to exposit.

“The same night, there was a mass escape from the local lunatic hospital which had been used to house some of the worst offenders against the truce. Again, John was the lightning rod along with my lady.” Here he gestured at Valentina.

And that was another thing. I am certain I saw him create fire to disperse the vampires in the hospital and I'm equally certain he walked through the fire unscathed.

“Most of the inmates escaped and, no doubt, were taken by their leader, Peregrine, to a pre-arranged location. We then have the gruesome deaths of the two policemen and the mysterious gentleman—we can expect them to be front page news tomorrow and for the Ripper to be wrongly blamed.”

“And running alongside this,” he continued, “we have what appears to be petty theft from a greengrocer and a chemical factory—a factory that was being watched by the enemy. Finally, there is Pitt's news tonight regarding the closing down of his department and the severing of ties with the watch.”

“But you see something, don't you, Grimes?” I said, though I am not sure whether I spoke more in hope rather than expectation.

He stopped his pacing and stood with his hands on the back of the chair, silhouetted against the fire. 

“I have some pieces of the puzzle and I will lay them before you. Firstly, the thefts.”

“But Grimes, what possible connection can a crate of lemons have on this?”

His laughter echoed around our sitting room and drew an angry thumping on the floor from our downstairs neighbour. “My dear fellow, it has everything to do with it. Tell me, what is the chief chemical component of lemon juice?”

“Acid of Citrus?”

He nodded like a pleased teacher and, despite myself, I flushed with pride.

“And the other stolen chemicals were?”

It took a moment to recall our conversation with Pratt. “Bicarbonate of soda and... I have it... glucose.”

“Yes, but the question is: what do these three ingredients make when combined? You do not know? Our lady here will be familiar with Acid Citrate Dextrose, though not by that name. I believe you call it solvo, do you not?”

Valentina, who'd been listening with rapt attention, sat up straight at this. “Solvo? But why would they want to make such large quantities of it? Unless. Oh, by the underworld Gods, no. Surely no?”

“Will either of you please tell me what this means? What is this solvo?” I said, feeling anger and frustration pounding in my temples.

“ACD is an anti-coagulant, John, used to keep blood liquid for longer. Individual nostri, such as the lady here, will possess a small quantity for the convenience of being able to carry their nutrition with them on journeys without it spoiling.”

Valentina, who'd sat silently shaking her head, took in a deep breath and turned to me. “It is such a modest invention, but it removes all excuse from our people for unauthorised harvesting since they can carry a small supply with them in case of urgent or unplanned need. But we only ever have a small amount. It terrifies me to think what such a large quantity might be used for.”

“In normal times, I might think it nothing more than an attempt to corner the market,” Grimes said, “but these are not normal times. Let me put it this way, John. They now have enough of this substance to drain the blood from every inhabitant of London and to make a scarlet river that would attract vampires from every corner of the world and turn this place into the new capital of Hell.”

My head was spinning as I saw hideous images of blood-soaked streets and terrified people in my mind's eye.

“But what is the connexion between this horror and the murders?”

“That is a good question. In the case of the two policemen, I would say that they served two purposes. Firstly, they distracted the official investigators—who, after all, would suggest following up a minor burglary from a greengrocer when eviscerated bodies were being discovered?”

“You did,” Valentina interjected.

Grimes' pale cheeks blushed—something that only added to the surreal nature of that evening.

“I'm afraid the long war has made me look for plots and schemes everywhere, my lady. It robs life of its sweetness.”

I felt unaccountably angry at this moment of tenderness between them. “For heaven's sake, Grimes, please finish your thought—what is the second purpose?”

For a moment, I thought he was going to lash out at me, such was the speed with which he snapped round to face me with rage on his face. But, as suddenly as it had appeared, it vanished as his shoulders dropped and his face relaxed. 

“Punishment, John.” He reached into the pocket of his grotty trousers and pulled out a small card which he handed to me.

It read in this way:

Greville Yaxley, Esq

Undersecretary

Ministry of International Affairs

“What is this?”

“I extracted it from the pocket of the poor unfortunate man we found in the alley.”

“So, this is he?”

Grimes nodded. “I see no reason to believe otherwise.”

“And you didn't tell Pitt?”

“No. I have learned over the years that information is a precious resource that must be guarded and rationed out as needed.”

“As I have discovered these past few days,” I said, with more petulance than I'd intended.

I hadn't expected the silence that followed as he stood, framed by the firelight, regarding me without moving. “It is not a burden I would wish upon anyone,” he muttered finally, “to know what I know, and I do not place it willingly upon the shoulders of anyone else.”

“And yet, a burden shared is also lessened,” Valentina said, reaching up and touching his arm.

He smiled sadly at her. “Perhaps, but I hope you will both forgive me the habits of long practice.”

“I will if you can connect the dots for me,” I said, feeling that unwelcome jealousy rising in my breast again.

It was Valentina who answered. “That department of government is the official channel in this country between humans and the Other Folk.”

“I ask you this, John. Is it any coincidence that on the day after the death of Mr Yaxley, Pitt's department is closed down? We didn't reveal his identity to the police, so we can only assume that news of Yaxley's fate reached the ears of the government independently and this was their answer.”

“But to what purpose? Capitulation?”

Grimes picked up the poker and thrust it into the smouldering embers of the fire. “I know the people in that department, John. They are many things, but they are not craven. No, we haven't quite reached the bottom of the well yet and we will only do so by pulling on the right thread. And that, my friend, means that you must pay a visit to your new friend, Mr Bryant. But have a care; he could be the fly caught in a vast web, or he might be the spider who has weaved it.”

 


Micawber

I awoke after a restless night filled with emotional dreams in which I experience terror followed by yearning—for a normal life, for drink and, I am ashamed to say, for Valentina. When I finally arose, it was to find Grimes sitting beside the window reading a book. 

“At last,” he said. “You'll be late if you don't hurry.”

And so, I found myself striding down Bow Road toward Micawber's Coffee shop, my mind not yet entirely released from the tendrils of sleep. Grimes, it transpired, had sent a note in my name to Mr Theodore Bryant at the match factory requesting an interview and had received a reply within the hour imploring me not to visit the factory and proposing that Grimes should nominate a meeting place. 

11am at Micawber's had been my colleague's suggestion and I couldn't help considering how unwelcome such a proposal would be to a man of Bryant's social standing. The area of London in which we lived and operated had a poor reputation then, a reputation that is hardly improved as I write this thirty years later.

As I reached the frontage I wondered whether he had chosen not to come, as I'd expected to find him waiting outside, but, on entering, I saw that he had been seated beside the fire on the very table Grimes and I had shared so recently, and Micawber himself was fawning over him. Instantly, I realised that my colleague must have sent a note to Micawber warning him of the meeting.

Bryant called to me as I approached and the proprietor, having exchanged a greeting, scuttled off to prepare coffee for two.

“My dear Mr Bryant, I must apologise,” I said, shaking hands with him and sitting down. 

“For what reason?” His amiable face contracted in obvious surprise.

I gestured around at the dingy place. It was lightly inhabited at that time and those tables that were occupied were gathered around the whitewashed walls. The back of my throat tingled as I breathed the stale air, infused as it was with tobacco smoke, burning logs and coffee grounds. “This is not a suitable venue for a man such as yourself.”

“A Quaker?”

“No, I mean a man of reputation,” I said, beginning to wish I'd not started this line of conversation.

He gave a hearty laugh. “Oh, my dear fellow, you have no idea what a relief it is to spend time in such a... relaxed atmosphere. I lose far too many hours to stuffy board meetings, factory tours and social events.”

Micawber bustled up to the table and deposited upon it a silver tray with an ornate coffee pot, sugar bowl and cups. “There you are, gentlemen. My finest brew for my honoured guests.”

“Thank you very much, Mr Micawber,” I responded as I handed a cup to Bryant and took one for myself.

“Two and six,” he said with a slight bow.

“I'm sorry?”

He bowed again. “It's the two and six brew. Special occasion, you see. I would, of course, like to be able to offer this with my compliments, but I am a 'umble businessman of limited means.”

“Oh, of course.” I reached into my purse, found the requisite coins, handed them over and watched him retreat.

“Now, Mr Makepeace —” 

“John.”

“John, and you must call me Theodore,” Bryant said genially. “Now then, why did you call me here?”

I leaned forward, glancing around the dim interior of the coffee shop. “I know about the factory.”

“What about it?”

That stumped me for a moment. After all, I had no idea how much Bryant knew or, indeed, how much he thought I knew.

“Evil things are happening beneath your very roof, Theodore. Do you not know?” I had decided that the time for discretion had passed.

He tensed up as soon as the words passed my lips. “If you are referring to the dispute, that was all a misunderstanding. Brother Frederick was, perhaps, a little over-zealous in his application of the rules, but the matter was made right. More than right, I may say.”

“I'm afraid I do not understand,” I said. Bryant had clearly misinterpreted my question and I was all at sea.

He shrugged as if he couldn't fathom my confusion. “Surely you are referring to the labour dispute. It was widely publicised, to my eternal regret.”

Then I remembered. Bryant & May's workforce—mainly young Irish girls—had walked out and refused to return when one of their number was sacked. It had been quite a controversy and had led to the management backing down entirely. They not only reinstated those they'd dismissed, but also agreed to further demands to improve working conditions.

Bryant shook his head. “Regrettable, regrettable,” he mumbled. “Father would not have been pleased, but Brother Frederick is a determined man with complete devotion to the company. That was why he rather than myself was appointed to run the factory when father retired. I am, I'm afraid, rather too liberal to be a businessman. But when I found out about the conditions these poor girls were working in, I petitioned Frederick and the rest of the board to remember our proud Quaker roots and to treat our workers with more compassion.”

Bryant sighed and then brought the cup to his lips. “I'm afraid Brother Frederick has not forgiven me for my intervention and, indeed, I fear he is consorting with some quite unsavoury types.”

He looked up at me sharply, as if he'd suddenly realised that he'd said too much.

“Unsavoury is putting it rather too mildly, I would say,” I responded. “My partner, Mr Grimes, believes that your factory is currently playing host to criminals of the vilest sort who are concocting a plot that will see London brought to its knees.”

The cup was at his lips, but it didn't move as his eyes locked with mine. 

I continued, “Tell me what you know, Theodore. You sought me on Sunday for more, I think, than to make my acquaintance.”

Now it was his turn to scan the shop for unfriendly ears. “You are correct, John. I have been uneasy for some time about Frederick's dealings, but I fear he has become associated with men who will drag him down, and the rest of us with him. I have barely seen him this past week, and when I do catch a glimpse, he looks half dead. Pale, haunted. It is as if God has deserted him.”

“But how did you imagine I could help?”

“In fact, I was hoping to reach your father through you,” he said. “If anyone could help me, I thought, it would be William. A fine man, and strong. I had hoped the two of you might have been reconciled.”

I sat back in my chair and sipped the coffee, but its excellent taste did little to disguise my bitter resentment. “No, my father and I do not speak. I have been a disappointment.”

“Surely not, my dear fellow. You strike me as a fine gentleman that any father would be proud of.”

“Had you met me but last week, Theodore, you would not have recognised me. At that time, I was a drunkard employed as a clerk in a soap making factory and lived in a working men's lodging house. I had fallen low from a great height and had squandered the many advantages afforded me by being born the son of a baron.”

His broad features twisted in confusion. “But I do not understand. You say you were a poor factory clerk, but I see before me a man of the city. What has changed? How did you overcome the demon drink?”

“I became acquainted with Mr Grimes,” I responded, lowering my voice as I said the name. “In the past days, I have seen more horror than any man could wish to encounter in a lifetime, and yet I now have some purpose and seek to do some good to set against the wasted years that are now lost.”

“Who is this Grimes?”

And so I told him all that I knew of the man—though that turned out to be surprisingly little. I realised, as I spoke, that I had entrusted my life to someone whose own life was hidden in shadows he wove around himself. I did not talk of vampires since, even though I knew the truth of it, I could not imagine myself forming the words, let alone having any expectations of being taken seriously. It was essential that we had Bryant's cooperation, and so I withheld certain information. I realised that this was exactly what Grimes had been doing in his dealings with me, and much of my frustration with him evaporated.

“He believes that the trail leads to the Bryant & May factory. These villains are using it as their headquarters, though for what exact purpose I do not know.”

As I spoke, I saw the colour drain from the part of his face that was visible behind the big bushy beard. 

“Are the police involved?” he asked.

“Yes, though currently they are being kept at arm's length by Grimes.” This was a slight modification of the truth—we did have Pitt on our side, but he had been told to drop the investigation.

“That is something, then,” Bryant said, relaxing slightly. “Brother Frederick, what have you done?” He spoke these last words softly as if to himself. 

“I have not been permitted to visit the factory for some days now and have been instructed to conduct my business from an office in an adjacent building—it was at this office that your message arrived this morning. I was keen to meet you, if only to try again to find a way to your father who I felt sure would know what to do. But it seems that matters are even more serious than I thought. I believed Frederick to be merely exacting some petty revenge for my interference, but it seems that he is attempting to hide something much more serious.”

It seemed odd to hear such terror in the voice of a man who looked as though he was indestructible. And yet I knew that his fear, born as it was of his imagination, was as nothing to the true horror that lurked somewhere within the walls of the Bryant & May Match Factory.


The Factory

I so wished we could have made this raid during the hours of daylight, but Grimes' logic was irrefutable. We could hardly investigate the sprawling factory during the working day without attracting suspicious attention and, indeed, the only period during which we could hope to get in and out unnoticed was in the middle of the night.

Despite knowing that this was the only way, I crouched in an alley off Old Ford Road wishing that the night would end, and blessed day arrive. Valentina stood behind me, coiled like a hunting cat. Grimes was to my side, peering around the corner at the factory on the opposite side of the street. I knew it well enough to be able to picture it in my mind's eye—a square comprised, on one side, of a row of houses built for the directors and other senior staff, while the main factory, fully five stories high, faced onto the tracks of the Great Eastern Railway.

To the rear of this imposing row stood several rows of working sheds and garages, wax melting vats and wood-cutting workshops. Our way in was to be through Theodore's house which lay to one end of the row of directors' cottages. He had never used it, preferring to live in his country residence and commute into town by train, but he retained it for occasional use when he'd been to the theatre or some other social event. He'd given us the key and announced he would be on the next train to Reading in order to avoid suspicion falling upon him. Bryant had also asked Grimes to fake a forced entry but had recoiled somewhat from the expression of disgust he'd received in return. I had some sympathy since the factory was a central part of his life and, after all, he didn't know what we suspected. He seemed to believe that we were dealing with a criminal gang and that would, indeed, have been serious enough: to know the truth might well have unmanned him entirely.

Grimes scanned the street and, after giving the briefest of nods to Valentina and myself, ran across the road. For a man of some physical presence who lumbered rather than flitted, he managed to somehow make himself unobtrusive. Alongside me, Valentina slunk like a hunter while, for all my care, I felt like I was a waddling duck until I reached the shadows of the gaslight opposite. I shivered as an icy stream ran down my back and lifted my hat's brim to look up at the rain falling through the streetlight's wan beam. What a miserable night in this most miserable of places. A source of employment that was only one step away from slavery. The home of the infamous phossy jaw. I wondered whether Theodore was truly the vacuous good-timer he seemed to be or whether he knew precisely what went on in the factory founded by his father and chose to ignore it.

One house stood dark and silent along the Directors' Row and it was the door to this dwelling that took the key Grimes was holding. He pushed the door open gently and we slipped inside. Bryant had assured us that there would be no-one in the house as he didn't habitually keep servants there—his valet and a cook would accompany him to London when he needed to use the house. And yet Grimes crept through the dusty hallway as if breaking and entering. What a fine criminal he would have made, I thought as I watched him make his way towards the pantry at the rear.

The house smelled musty and a little damp—I could well imagine that it had seen little use—and we proceeded by the light of Grimes' safety lamp whose beam swung from side to side, illuminating the dated papers and pictures that adorned the walls. I could sense Valentina's nervous tension as she prowled behind me, the hallway narrowing to the point where we were forced to go single-file. 

Presently, Grimes' light found the dark green door that led from the pantry to the little yard behind the cottage. He turned the key beneath the doorknob and, though it opened onto complete blackness, he plunged outside. I felt Valentina grip my arm to shepherd me through the blind night as she sought to keep up with him, then we heard the quiet creaking of a gate opening and Grimes' face appeared in the small globe of light from his lamp.

“This is the passage that communicates between the houses and the factory. That way…” he pointed to the right, “leads to the main factory block, whereas that way...” his arm swung round to point in the opposite direction, “is where we'll find the ancillary sheds and workshops. Bryant has been true to his word thus far—I suggest we stick to our plan.”

We grunted assent. The plan, agreed in our quarters only a couple of hours ago, had been to search the workshops at the back of the factory first, but only if Bryant's information turned out to be accurate. If not, we would follow Grimes' instinct which was that the focal point of the trouble would be found beneath the main factory—adjacent to the railway lines and near the river. It was perfectly possible that both could be true, but the factory was huge, and Bryant had given us a specific target that, according to him, had been declared off limits by Frederick. So, we would start there.

I followed the hunched back of Grimes along the passageway to the left taking care not to slip on the wet cobbles. The brick walls were slimy with moss and I quickly learned not to rely on them for support. I hefted my revolver in my left hand and wiped my right on my trousers, glad, for once, that I had worn my working scruffs.

I focused entirely on the tiny circle of light ahead that showed where Grimes was. After a few moments it stopped, and I could see it shining upon a gate built into a brick wall. He waited for a moment as Valentina and I caught up, and then swung the door open and stepped into the darkness beyond.

Electric lights hung from the roof of a vast building that, as our eyes adjusted to the yellow glow of the electric lights set into the roof, resolved itself into a warehouse. Running along the walls to our left and right were wooden shelves stacked high with rectangular and cylindrical objects that I couldn't properly make out in the gloom. The smell of the place reminded me of dust and garlic overlaid with the tangy odour of matches.

We ran along the shelf-lined wall towards the far door expecting, at any moment, to hear the cry go up. Surely the place would be guarded at night? But there was no sound other than the crunching of our boots on the dry, dirty floor and our breathing, though, in truth, I was the only one of us who was labouring.

“We're almost there,” Grimes said as he paused beside a door at the end of the warehouse. “If my reckoning is accurate, we're now in the corner of the factory complex and when we pass beyond this door, we will be in the first of the workshops that runs parallel to the main factory. These are where Theodore suggests we will find whatever might be taking place. Are you ready?”

I nodded, feeling the comforting weight of the revolver in my hand, then looked across at Valentina. She was barely visible in her slim fitting black dress, though I could see her pale face reflected in the faint yellow light. She lifted her hand and I saw the glint of steel.

Grimes turned the handle and opened the door an inch or two. Whatever was beyond was better illuminated; a thin band of light grew wider as we tried to peer inside. It looked like another workshop, though this time clearly devoted to the packing of matches. Three rows of trestle tables ran along the length of the room and beside them, on the floor, sat large wooden crates containing flat packed cardboard boxes. This was plainly a production line and the smell of garlic was all pervasive.

I followed Grimes as he passed along the tables, glancing left and right and, from time to time, stopping to investigate the worn wooden floor. In moments, we had passed right through the little workshop and he was standing with his back to the exit. “Nothing here that I can see,” he said. “There are plenty of these sheds to work through, so stay on your guard.”

He opened the next door and plunged inside.

My ears rung as something collided with the side of my head. 

A feral yell rent the air and I gasped as the wind was knocked out of me by the hard wooden floor. 

Rolling over, I could see shapes moving above me, congregating around a larger shape and all I could think of was some huge bear being brought to bay by dogs.

“Grimes!” I called as I realised who it was beneath that pack of human-shaped hounds.

I pulled myself to my knees and then upright but was almost immediately thrown backwards and pinned down beneath a terrible weight. I saw a flash of teeth and tried to bring my revolver round, but suddenly the weight was gone. A hand was outstretched to me. “Come!”

It was Valentina. She pulled my arm towards the door we'd just entered through. 

“But Grimes!” I bellowed.

“We cannot help him!” And with superhuman strength, she dragged me through the workshop and into the silence beyond.

As we passed through the final door that led to the passageway into Bryant's cottage, I heard a bellowing call rise, echoing through the brick-built maze and then, quite suddenly, fall quiet.


The Last Watchman

“There is no hope for Grimes. You are the last watchman and if you will take my advice, you will get on the first ship to the Antipodes and build a new life for yourself.”

I had collapsed into my chair in front of a fitfully glowing fire in our apartment living room. Valentina stood before the hearth and a tumbler of whiskey sat in my hand. I could already feel my blood warming. But nothing could thaw my spirit as I sat there, unable to believe what had happened.

“How can I leave?” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “If Grimes was correct then any day now London will fall, and with it the country. Who knows what is happening elsewhere?”

Valentina sat in Grimes' chair and smoothed her dress as she turned to me. “You cannot win, John. If Grimes succumbed finally, then what chance do you have?”

Her words stung me, though I knew she was right.

“I don't understand,” I said. “He seemed indestructible.”

“Many strong places, many strong people, have been brought down by betrayal, John.”

I sat bolt upright. “What? Do you mean to say we were led into a trap?”

Valentina shook her head sadly. “You are so naive. How do you imagine that someone like Grimes could be overcome so efficiently? Only by preparing the trap and setting the bait so that he could not resist. His enemies know him well, John, they knew how to draw him on, and they knew that he would enter the room first.”

“Why?”

“Because he was an old fool,” she snapped. “He had power, more than you knew, and he believed he could be our shield, little knowing that he was, in fact, the prey and not the predator.”

She sat back and, when she spoke again, her voice was softer and full of sadness. “You do not know the full story of Ichabod Grimes. I doubt that anyone does, but I have more pieces of that puzzle than perhaps any others now alive. His loss to the protectors of order is far greater than you can imagine and that is why I tell you that you must flee before you are overwhelmed. You are safe here tonight, I think, as our enemies celebrate their victory, but you must go when light dawns and be far from here by nightfall tomorrow.”

“And what will you do?”

She shrugged. “There were few of us, watchers of the pact, and even fewer were, like myself, Nostri. Of those, only two others survive. We are soon to become enemies of our people and so we must also disappear; though a boat to Australia is not an attractive option to us. The battle is lost, John, and we must each do what we can to survive.”

We sat in silence for a few moments, and then I asked the question that had been burning in my mind. “Do you think it was Bryant? The traitor?”

“Who else could it be?” she responded. “He is a rich man, and rich men seek more wealth—it would have been simple enough to bribe him, I think.”

My body tightened as I thought of how I'd been played by him. “No, I don't think it was money, unless he completely deceived me. He struck me as a coward rather than a grasper.”

“Then perhaps he was threatened. He might have been simply trying to save his own skin.”

I took the tumbler and threw it into the fire, enjoying the surprise in Valentina's face as she shrunk from the leaping flames. Suddenly, my purpose had become clear. Predator and prey indeed. Like a focusing stage light, I knew what I must do.

“Then he will fail,” I said, getting up from my chair and reaching for my coat.

“Where are you going?”

“To await the first train to Reading. He will pay for his betrayal with his life.”

 

 

 

I took the milk train out of Paddington as it returned westwards after delivering its cargo. The passenger carriages were tacked onto the end of the train and I was glad when it entered the suburbs and began picking up speed. I was alone in my compartment and pulled the window down to enjoy the fresh air of the country, ignoring the mizzle driven in on the wind from the dark morning air.

As I sat there running my fingers over my revolver, I found that my anger had cooled down to a fine point and so I travelled with a clear purpose—justice. Bryant's betrayal of me had been an insult I would find hard to forgive, but to deliver Grimes into the hands of our enemies was a crime against his species and for that he must pay.

I marvelled at the change that had come over me in so short a time. I'd barely noticed the multi-coloured festive lights adorning the station platform as I waited for my train to unload. I had been brought up as a practising member of the national church, but rarely gave much thought to such matters. Yet it seemed the ultimate irony that, as the people of London prepared for the annual festival of peace, death walked among them waiting for its moment the strike.

I had no plan beyond confronting and executing Bryant once I had made certain he understood the magnitude of his crimes. Perhaps I would attempt to disappear into the countryside and then make my way to Portsmouth or Southampton in the hope of finding a vessel to take me south across the sea. As I thought this I realised, in a flash of frustration, that I had only a small amount of money on me, certainly not enough to book a long-distance passage. I cursed myself as I realised I would have to return to the metropolis, even if only to pack and withdraw some ready cash. Oh, how I yearned to simply vanish as I breathed the fresh air and felt the drizzle tingle on my face.

 

 

 

A fitful sunrise was illuminating the cloud-draped horizon as I jumped into a cab outside Reading station. I pulled out the card Bryant had given me outside St Mary's church and read the address to the driver, taking care to conceal my face by raising the collar of my ulster around my cheeks, feigning to keep out the cold.

It took almost an hour to make our way to Lower Earley, and I spent the time dozing. As the adrenaline had worn off, exhaustion of mind and body had taken control of me and my tongue rattled around a dry mouth desperate for refreshment. Alcoholic refreshment. But if one of my greatest faults had been my inability to stick at anything, then my short time with Grimes and my rage at his betrayal had at least cured that. For now. I would see this through and hang the consequences.

Finally, the cab pulled to a halt and The Poplars loomed up out of the slowly growing grey light. I paid the cabbie and watched as it pulled away, the clip-clop of the horse seeming like hammer against anvil in the silence of the morning.

No light could be seen in the house. It was a smart two storey dwelling of the Georgian type with thick grey masonry and a colonnaded entrance, but I headed around the hedge that bordered the garden until I found myself at the back of the building. There was the door to the parlour and beyond it a dark kitchen.

The door was unlocked and I winced at the creaking noise it made as I opened it. Standing perfectly still, I listened for any sign of movement, but there was none. I felt again the reassuring weight of the revolver in my pocket and crept through the dark kitchen, forced, as I approached the inner door, to feel my way. Again, I turned the doorknob gently and eased it open. It revealed a dark hallway illuminated by a single candle that sat guttering on a sideboard at the bottom of a flight of stairs. These looked to be for the use of servants as they were narrow and uncovered. 

I left my shoes at the foot of the staircase and moved slowly up, placing each foot as close to the edge of the step as possible. I knew that the master bedroom would be at the front of the house above the entrance and, though I might have become disorientated in the darkness, I made my way unerringly until I stood outside where I presumed that Bryant slept.

The well-oiled hinges made no sound at all as I opened the door and slipped inside. It was totally dark save for a sliver of light that entered through a gap in the curtains and fell upon the large bed in which two figures slept, one large and snoring, the other slimmer and silent.

I cursed under my breath. I hadn't considered that his wife might be here. He'd said nothing about his domestic arrangements—though that was no surprise since it was hardly a topic for male conversation—and I had assumed he was a bachelor. Still, regrettable though it was, the execution must still take place, even in the presence of a witness. It is one small point to my credit that I never, not for a single second, considered silencing the innocent party.

I lit the bedside candle, pulled the revolver from my pocket and levelled it at the head of the larger figure before poking where I thought the shoulder must be. With a noise like a foraging pig, Bryant rolled over so that he was nose to nose with my pistol's barrel. I nudged him again and watched as his eyes opened, blinked several times and then swivelled to look from me to the gun.

He went into a sudden rictus-like spasm as he scrambled up into a sitting position, though he saw my finger against my lips and wisely chose not to call out. The figure next to him gave an annoyed groan and then appeared behind Bryant's large frame, mouth open in shock.

It was a man. A naked man.

The man pulled the sheets around himself and raised his knees to his chin. He was younger and slimmer than my target and sat shivering in fear as he watched me point my gun from one to the other. Now I knew why Bryant had his house in the country and why he was a fringe figure in the factory. He was an embarrassment to his Quaker family.

He fumbled for his spectacles and perched them on his nose before squinting at me. “John? John Makepeace? Is it you?” he spluttered. “I thought you were... at the factory last night.” He gave a sidelong look at his companion as if wanting to say as little as possible in front of him.

“I was,” I snarled. “And we walked straight into the trap you set. Congratulations, your mission was a success and Grimes was captured. May God have mercy on your soul for what you have done.”

His body quivered and his outstretched hands shook in denial.

“Who is this, Teddy?” the man next to him said.

Bryant ignored his lover's question and simply continued to shake. “Trap? What do you mean?”

“Do not play the fool with me, Bryant. We are well past the point at which your bluster will count for anything. My friend is dead and now all of London will suffer for your treachery. The streets of the city will run red and it will be because of you.” 

I stabbed the barrel into his fat chest, and it was a wonder I did not simply pull the trigger then and there. 

“Why did you do it? Was it for money? You seem to have no lack. Or were you trying to save your own skin? If so, I will see to it that you fail.”

Bryant's large bearded face was as white as a sheet. “I do not know what you mean. I betrayed no-one. I was only trying to help you. I beg you to believe me.”

“Get up,” I said, the quiet assurance in my voice more chilling to him than the red rage it replaced. “It is time for you to pay.”


Forlorn Hope

Bryant sat in a chair beside the cold fire as a wan morning light struggled to penetrate the mist-covered windows of the little sitting room. We had been disturbed on the way down the stairs by a young servant girl who had been awoken by the sounds of our movement, but Bryant had dismissed her with a venom she no doubt mistook for anger and she had scuttled back to her room.

Beside my victim sat his lover. How I remember the disgust that surged through my body at the thought of these unnatural sinners against God. Sitting here, compiling and editing these notes almost thirty years since I first wrote them, I am repeatedly struck by the intolerance and hypocrisy of my younger self. I was, after all, no stranger to unnatural love or, at the very least, lust—for what other way was there to describe my attraction to Valentina?

Perhaps it was this that fuelled my loathing, for is it not the case that he who protesteth loudest has the most to hide? At the time, however, I was preparing to execute the man responsible for my friend's death and the betrayal of his own species, and his “crimes” against God merely helped me resist any warning voice that would seek to moderate my actions.

The younger man was called Stephan. He had pulled a silk dressing gown around his naked form and followed Bryant down the stairs at the point of my pistol. He now sat on a small couch, too far from the door to have any hope of making a bolt for it. He did not know that I would not shoot him, for I gave every impression of being a raging maniac, and so he sat and trembled, his legs drawn up under his chin.

Bryant himself was a wreck of a man. He knew that death was coming for him and it was all I could do to stop myself from executing him then and there as he blubbered, protested and begged. But the condemned man must know the crimes for which he must die and, between the sobbing, I slowly unravelled the truth, as far as I knew it to be.

I told him of the ancient wars between humanity and The Others. I told him of the Nostri—vampires, though not the story-book monsters of legend—and of the role of these conflicts in the disasters that had struck mankind over the centuries. Though never entirely the cause, the Nostri used the cloak of disease and avarice to fan the flames of death. And yet they lost as heavily as we did and, finally, they realised the futility of the endless war and negotiated a series of pacts—one in each major power centre—that had seen an uneasy peace for the first time in recorded history.

Old adversaries from both sides had been chosen to watch for transgressions by both their own kind and their former enemies. And so, the peace had lasted for three decades until, for reasons I didn't understand at the time, it had been brought to the very edge of ruin by the purge of the watchers and the escape from the asylum.

It had been the actions of Bryant, in betraying Grimes, that had been the grain of sand that tipped the balance, and now the world was spinning into the abyss. For that, I told him, he must die.

His puffy face, now red with tears, looked up at me. Any sane man would have had at least a modicum of sympathy for the obvious terror in his eyes but, in that moment, I was not sane. I had become increasingly angry as I retold the story and spelled out the consequences of his actions and I was now, I thought, ready to do the deed.

Aside from a repeated denial between the sobs, Bryant had said nothing while I spoke. As I raised my pistol, intending to take him into the garden and make him kneel before shooting him like a pig, he wiped his eyes, swallowed and his face cleared.

“I am sorry,” he said, his chest heaving. “I knew some of what you have said, though not about the nature of these... these... Nostri. I thought I was doing the right thing. I was told I was doing the right thing. He said that Grimes was the cause of the conflict and that, with him removed, all these horrible things going on in the factory would stop and London could be at peace again. So many girls and boys missing. Always the orphans, always the workhouse brats, but soon the enemy would come out of hiding and no-one would be safe. Your friend was a double agent, working for our enemy and the only way to stop the bloodshed was to deliver him back to them. That is what I was told, please believe me. I acted for the best and I prayed that you would not be harmed, but I dared not warn you.”

“You were told? By whom?”

Bryant's expression changed in an instant to one of surprise. “Why, Mr McBride, of course. Mr Charles McBride of the Ministry of International Affairs.”

For a moment I was lost. I knew I remembered the name, but it took several seconds for me to place it. Then into my mind came the image of a tall man with a beak-like nose who had visited Grimes' room on the morning after the incident at the asylum. It had been he who had informed us of the purge.

“But I do not understand,” Bryant was saying. “He said Grimes knew of his involvement in the conflict. This was why I could not say it was Mr McBride's idea for me to provide access to the factory through my cottage. It would raise Grimes' suspicion if he believed that Mr McBride was involved.”

My thoughts groped for something they knew was there, just out of reach. McBride was the critical piece of the puzzle, that much was certain, but I couldn't quite see how he fitted in.

I knew nothing about him, except that he knew of the pact and, it seemed, was tasked with maintaining it. He was, as far as anyone could be, Grimes' superior. 

Then there was Yaxley, the man we found murdered in the alley. Killed, it seemed, by a vampire prostitute. He was from McBride's own department and yet, rather than pursuing those who had killed a government worker, the investigation had been shut down and the liaison between the police and Grimes had been ended. I had no doubt, as the seconds ticked by, that it had been McBride himself who had been in the office of Pitt's superior to deliver the news.

That much I felt confident about, but I could not fathom how this tied into the theft of the chemicals, the production of anti-coagulant and the likely bloodbath that would soon engulf London. Why would McBride betray his own people by giving up Grimes? What could he hope to gain except extermination?

Somehow—I cannot say how—having felt as though I had been groping in the dark ever since that fateful night, I believed I was finally on the edge of understanding. I also knew that Bryant was speaking the truth. He was a fool, but then I had also been tricked and so had my friend—Grimes clearly had developed no suspicion about McBride. We had been betrayed by a man in whom we should have been able to place complete trust. A Judas Goat of a man who would lead his species to the abattoir.

I lowered my weapon and turned away.

 

 

 

“What will you do?”

I have been in many strange situations in my life, but few as bizarre as that one. It was my turn to sit in the chair, my hands shaking, as Theodore Bryant, dressed now and more or less back to his usual ebullience, stood beside me. Stephan had disappeared back upstairs and the drama that had ended a mere hour ago seemed almost to have been a dream as the house bustled into life.

“I must find him, but I do not have the strength.”

I had been fuelled by my conviction that Bryant was the traitor and, as soon as I realised that he also had been duped—with almost deadly effect—all my anger and the energy that maintained it had vanished. Now I saw Bryant with different eyes and even my revulsion at his lifestyle had abated—judgemental prig that I was.

“But what can you achieve by finding him?” he asked.

I shrugged. “Justice for Grimes.”

Bryant sat in the chair beside me and, with a hand that still shook a little, lit his briar pipe before settling back and breathing deeply. “He told me that Grimes was to be captured. He said nothing of killing him.”

“A lie by omission,” I said, taking a cigar from the case and lighting it with a taper from the newly laid fire. “They were ferocious and relentless, tearing at him like dogs on a fox. Their leader—Peregrine probably—could not have called them off if he'd tried. And besides, what would be the point of having him as a prisoner? His death suits their purpose, certainly, but his capture?”

“I cannot say, but Mr McBride might know more. It may seem unlikely, but your friend might yet be alive.”

I fought with the hope that surged in my breast. I could not succumb to it; it was too painful and too likely to be proven vain. “No, he is dead. And soon McBride will join him.”

 

 

 

I did not begin my return journey to London until after a lunch  spent in the company of Theodore and Stephan. Bryant seemed to bear me no ill will and had, indeed, insisted that I remain to eat with him before (with some nervousness) asking whether his “friend” could join us.

I will not deny that I was uncomfortable at first. It is not an easy matter to put aside a lifetime of dogma and convention. I knew, of course, that such men existed—indeed I had heard that there were even women who preferred their own sex—but, as with all decent members of society, I had acted as if in complete ignorance.

And yet here I sat, in the company of a man I had intended to kill mere hours ago and his lover. Perhaps what disturbed me the most was that Stephan looked and acted like any normal man. I would certainly not have guessed his nature had I not found him in Bryant's bed. He told me that he worked in a local government office and it had been there that he had met Theodore. The conversation went no further.

 

 

 

As I sat on the ten past one train to Paddington—I had bought a first class ticket and was alone in my compartment—I despaired of my new mission. The events of the last twenty-four hours had drained me and, though my anger at Grimes' betrayal ran as hot as ever, I could see no path to exacting my revenge and neither did I feel as though I possessed the resources to see it through.

I heard the compartment door open and, with no good humour, looked across to see Stephan pulling the door closed before sitting down in front of me.

“What are you doing here?” I said, not bothering to hide my astonishment and annoyance. When a man is wallowing in his own pit of despair, he does not welcome company.

Stephan smiled and shrugged. “You cannot hope to succeed in your mission alone and Teddy is not cut out for such things, bless him; so I have come.”

“And what makes you qualified?”

He glanced out of the window as the train jerked into motion before settling into a smoother acceleration. “I am fit and young, and I have served in the military.”

“You have?”

He laughed at that. “Why are you surprised? No, do not answer. I am here to help, and you may choose to accept it, or to go it alone. You stand little enough chance with my aid, let alone without it.”

I was embarrassed by my ignorance so all I could manage was a curt nod before distracting myself by cutting open my copy of The Telegraph. I didn't get very far as, when I turned it over to see the headline, I gave a gasp.

The Ripper Returns: Three Men Dead

And so it was just as Grimes had said it would be. Finally, the deaths of the two policemen and the man from the ministry had been revealed and blamed on Jack the Ripper. It was a smokescreen to cover up whatever was happening at the match works and to keep Londoners on edge. 

“What is the matter?” Stephan asked.

In my eagerness to read the article, I'd forgotten he was there. I finished reading and, without a word, handed the paper over. 

“These men were all killed by the enemy, the vampires?” he whispered the last word as if he could hardly bring himself the utter the syllables. 

I nodded. “They were. Brutally. I saw all three bodies, and I can hardly imagine I'd witness a viler scene if I'd stumbled into a basement abattoir.  McBride,” I hissed the name, “is as responsible for their deaths as the murderers themselves. He is supposed to be on our side.”

“Do you have a plan?” Stephan asked as he looked up from the article. I saw not a trace of fear in his eyes. He gave the appearance of a novel's protagonist going on an adventure to King Solomon's Mines.

“To kill McBride and escape London before nightfall,” I said, still trying to fathom him.

Again, he laughed. “It's not much of a plan, is it?”

“Perhaps not,” I said with some heat. I did not appreciate being mocked by a man whose presence I was barely tolerating. “I will go to his ministry office.”

“And where is that?”

“Now see here. I did not ask you to accompany me, and if all you can do is to derive amusement from me, then I must request that you leave this compartment and return to the bed of your... your… friend.”

The smile faded. “I apologise. I'm afraid I sometimes cloak my fear in laughter, but I am not mocking you. You are a brave man—you know that returning to London and especially staying long enough to have any chance of delivering justice to McBride puts your life in grave danger and yet you do it out of loyalty to a man you have known for a handful of days. Mr Grimes must have been a singular person.”

I sighed and sat back. “He was.” I could not acknowledge that there was any possibility that he was alive—that would be too dangerous. “I never felt safer than when I was in his company.”

“That is how I feel when I am with Teddy.”

I felt the heat rise again. “Grimes and I are not... not...”

“I know. I meant no implication.”

“I am sorry. But, however pitiful, that is my plan. I must seek him out at his place of work, once I have established where that is.”

He reached out as if to put his hand on my knee but withdrew as he caught himself. “I have a better idea. I believe we should wait until nightfall.”

“Why? I have been told to be out of London by then. And, in any case, he will not be in his office then.”

The smile returned. “No, he will be at home. And I know where he lives.”


Consumed

After alighting from the train at Paddington station, I proceeded directly to 215 Bow Road and used the remaining afternoon hours to pack my essential possessions so I would be ready to fly should I survive the night. Stephan, it turned out, was a pleasant and efficient companion and he was of no small amount of help as I organised myself.

I did not, however, allow him to accompany me as I searched Grimes' room. I don't know what I imagined I would find—weapons, perhaps—but there was nothing save a trap door in the ceiling. The door had a keyhole, but I suspected that Grimes had been carrying the key on his person when he’d been attacked and I didn’t have time to attempt to break through it.

His bedroom was, to all appearances, the sort of place a lowly clerk might rent on the top floor of a boarding house for working men. Beneath his floor, I knew, was a room only slightly larger that housed half a dozen—mattresses crammed together, some on the floor—in a fetid atmosphere. There was always at least one inhabitant who was unwell, and I could hear his laboured coughing through the floorboards.

We took a little supper as darkness fell, sitting at the table in the living room that, in such a short time, had become a kind of home for me but that now seemed empty of life. Stephan ate little and I wondered whether his confidence and good humour were his way of shielding his true fears. I couldn't quite understand why he'd followed me onto the train, especially given that it had been against the wishes of Bryant. Indeed, the telegram I'd received that afternoon had indicated that Theodore didn't even know where Stephan was —he was imploring me to help find his friend.

I had sent a reply late enough that Bryant wouldn't be able to get into London in time to thwart us and, a little after six, we were ready. We had agreed that Stephan would help me find and get inside McBride's home, but that would be the end of his involvement. I did not wish to attract the attention of the police to him for fear of his nature being discovered.

McBride lived in the fashionable St James’s area of London and we took a hansom to Arlington Street which left us with a walk of a few hundred yards. In the London of that time, even more so than now, the poor lived in close proximity to the rich and so, initially, we took great care to keep ourselves away from the alleyway openings between the slums and, as far as possible, within the radiance of the old gas lamps that still ran along the street here.

The paths were busy with people travelling through the area on their way to their homes in the suburbs via the parliamentary trains. Drunks lay against the walls of houses and it was because of the risk of falling over their outstretched legs—a trap for those unfamiliar with London—that we walked rather along the pavement edge, almost on the cobbled road itself. Mercifully, the mist and rain of earlier had passed, but the lack of appreciable wind meant they'd been replaced by a heavy miasma of human waste mixed with the bitter aroma of burning coal. Half the population, it seemed, was wracked with cold and we did our best to avoid them as, with great relief, we passed under the first electric streetlight and knew we were entering a more well to do area.

Perhaps, having been alert to attack while in the poorer district, we let down our guard and that left us vulnerable. Whatever the reason, I did not see the shape launching at me until it had pushed me to the ground, and I felt biting teeth sinking into my shoulder. 

I cried out in agony and rolled back and forth trying to dislodge the maddened face from my shoulder. I couldn't reach my pistol as the creature was attacking my right-hand side, but I managed to pull the knife from my left trouser pocket and, with a heave, thrust it at the ravening beast.

Pulling myself to my feet, I glanced at the crowd that had gathered. 

“Thank you for your aid,” I spat at them and then watched as a police constable began barging through. 

I couldn't afford to get involved in a police enquiry, so I pulled my jacket around my bleeding right shoulder and slipped through the crowd whose attention was focused entirely on my assailant. No longer were they content to hide; these monsters were now coming out of the shadows.

I turned a corner and leaned against the wall, looking around. Then, with a lurch in my gut, I realised that I hadn't seen Stephan since the attack. I walked back to the turn in the road and peered around it, my heart beating frantically. Where was he? They must have carried him off and, as sickness rose in my heart, I realised that he had become the first of many victims of this new plague.

My thoughts hardened again, and I recognised that single-minded purpose that had descended upon me when I had decided to go after Bryant. The fact that I had been entirely wrong in my judgement of him did not diminish my determination to do justice on McBride one iota. Tonight, he would die.

I took a deep breath as I watched the people walking up and down the road. There were fewer here and most were proceeding along the street towards the scene of the attack. I was constantly astonished at how quickly word travelled in the metropolis.

My hand was bloodied, but the shoulder wound had stopped bleeding. Though the injury was extremely painful, the creature had bitten to the bone and not punctured any major veins or arteries. My right arm was practically useless, but I was fairly competent with my left hand and, indeed, might have written with that hand had it not been beaten out of me at school.

I did not dare pull my revolver out just yet since there were too many people around, so I turned to face the granite-stoned house I'd stopped outside and slipped the gun from my right jacket pocket into the left pocket of my ulster.

It was only a few minutes later when I turned into Arlington Street and counted off the numbers of the four storey terraced houses. I knew this to be a well-off area and entirely the sort of place I'd expect a senior member of the government to reside. Such a man would have servants, of course. At the very least, I would expect a butler, housekeeper, cook and several housemaids, but there was every possibility that I'd also have a valet, page boy and perhaps even a footman to deal with.

I'd decided on the train that this was not a time for subtlety. If I could not persuade his servants to bring me before him, I would use my pistol to get myself in front of the man and shoot him dead on the spot. Not for him the long explanation Bryant received since I could not risk being overpowered. Efficiency was the key.

But then, what if Grimes were still alive? McBride might be able to lead me to him. The agony of uncertainty turned my mind to treacle, so I swept it away. He was dead. And if, by any chance, he was not, how could I hope to rescue him? No, better to seek justice first so that, at the very least, his betrayer would pay with his life.

When I was within two doors of his house, I paused and collected myself. I put my hand into the left pocket of my coat and took reassurance in its cold smoothness before drawing in a deep breath and walking the last few yards.

I climbed the steps and stood at the top, brushing the dust from the front of my ulster before rapping the door knocker. 

The door opened within moments and the austere face of a middle-aged man appeared in the gap. He had a wide nose, small eyes and a florid face that spoke of an overfondness for his master's wine cellar. I'd seen his type before and this, at least, I was prepared for.

“I wish to see Mr McBride on a matter of some importance,” I said.

The face looked me up and down and came to the inevitable conclusion.

“Sir Charles is indisposed. You may make an appointment with his secretary.”

“Sir Charles? Your master has been knighted?”

His cheeks rose causing his eyes to sink further back. I imagine he was smiling. “It was announced in Her Majesty's honours list for the New Year.”

“Then I wish to see Sir Charles. You may inform him that Inspector Pitt of the constabulary stands upon his threshold with intelligence of an essential nature. Hurry, I have been injured in the course of doing my duty and must make my report before I seek medical assistance.”

The man's tiny eyes passed up and down me as if calculating whether I truly was a policeman but, for once, my upbringing proved useful to me. I had spent the first two thirds of my life-giving orders to servants and these long years of practice now paid off.

“Follow me, Inspector,” he said, though he didn't care to hide his distaste at having to admit someone better suited to the tradesman's entrance.

I followed him into a brightly lit hall dominated by a staircase. I don't believe I'd ever seen so many electric lights in one place. My father, though he certainly had the means to install electricity, was a stick in the mud and only had gas because his father had added it. 

“Please wait here,” the butler said, motioning to a gilded chair against the wall, “and I shall inform Sir Charles of your presence.”

I sat and gazed around at the lavish ornamentation that spoke so readily of new money. It would be impossible for anyone walking past this house to imagine that its restrained exterior hid such ostentatious luxury. Far more than could be achieved on the salary of a government minister.

The butler, who had ascended the staircase with as much dignity and as little speed as could possibly be managed, now came down again in similar fashion. When he finally reached the bottom, he gestured for me to follow and I only barely bit back my anger at his insolence. I was, after all, supposed to be a policeman, not the son of a noble.

Again, I sought the reassurance of the revolver in my pocket as I made my way upstairs but withdrew my hand when we reached the first landing. My guide turned left and knocked gently on an oak-fronted door which opened just a fraction.

“Yes?” said a voice from within and my anger rose further at this charade.

“An Inspector Pitt of the Metropolitan Police to see the master on a matter of importance.”

The door opened further to reveal a thin figure dressed in a plain black suit. He had a pale face with sunken cheeks and was clean shaven. All in all, he gave the impression of a particularly ill boy in a man's clothes.

“I am Sir Charles' valet, Prestwich,” he said in a shrill voice that complemented his freakish appearance. “You may follow me.”

A suite of rooms lay behind the door and I was asked, again, to sit and await the master of the house. My heart was racing as I attempted to occupy myself by casting my eyes around the room, but I had barely completed a single visual circuit when the door opened, and McBride was there.

He had started to speak before he came into view. “What is the meaning of this, Pitt? I can only hope...”

He had the look of a man who knows that he recognises someone but can't place them. It was an affliction of the wealthy and powerful—one I was familiar enough with. He was wearing a green silk smoking jacket and held a lit cigar in his left hand. The colour in his cheeks suggested that his smoke had been accompanied by alcohol and I felt a sudden yearning for the stuff as all my efforts of the past 24 hours came to their final resolution. 

“You are not Pitt. I saw him only yesterday,” he said, pointing at me. “You are...”

“My name is John Makepeace and what I have to say to you is a private matter.” I shot a glance at Prestwich who was hovering beside his master.

For a moment, McBride wavered. He was presumably weighing up the risk of being alone in my company with the possibility that I would say something he would not wish his servant to hear.

“You may go,” he said without turning his head.

“But sir —”

“I said, you may go.”

The valet directed a perfect scowl at me and exited through the main door. 

“Come with me,” McBride said and led me through into his inner sanctum. Bookshelves filled with leather-bound volumes lined two walls, while an ancient-looking desk sat in front of curtained windows facing us as we entered.

Regaining some measure of self-assurance, McBride moved around to sit in the green padded swivel chair and reached for the half-drunk tumbler of whiskey. Without a word, he motioned at the decanter on the far corner of the desk.

I desperately wanted to fortify myself with a few mouthfuls of that fiery elixir, but I knew the risk. Those few mouthfuls would be merely the beginning and my mission would fail. I could not allow Valentina's words to be proven true.

I shook my head and he pointed at the small chair on the opposite side of the desk.

“I remember you,” he said, taking a drag on his cigar. He gave every impression of being entirely in control, but the slight tremor in his hands did not escape my attention. “You were in Grimes' room in that hovel on Bow Road.”

I choked back my anger—I had to control my rage if I wanted answers before I despatched this traitor. So, I simply nodded.

“I hear that he has fallen. A pity,” he continued, though his expression certainly didn't match his words. 

I took my revolver from my pocket, pulled back the hammer and rested my finger on the trigger. I did it clumsily as my right hand was of little use, and yet it had the desired effect. 

“What is this?” he said, his eyes widening in shock. With a thump, he dropped the tumbler on the desk and pushed himself back in his chair until he was almost within the window itself.

“Stop,” I said and watched with satisfaction as he froze in place.

“You are a traitor. To Grimes and to the people you are sworn to serve. By your actions, you have handed London to the vampires and turned it into a charnel house. What words do you have to justify yourself? What words do you have to say before I deliver justice on you?” My voice had risen and I now stood and leaned over the table, wincing as I instinctively tried to steady myself on my maimed limb. I must have looked like an avenging demon in a torn coat and he did not doubt that his life was in grave peril.


Unmasked

“I know what you did,” I said, as he sat with his gaze fixed upon the barrel of my pistol. “I do not know why you did it. Why did you send Grimes into that trap? What possible reason could you have had for turning him over to our enemies?”

“I will speak,” he said, “but I beg you to put down your weapon and hear me out.”

I shook my head. “You are in no position to negotiate. But I will grant you time to make your excuses.”

He relaxed a little at this and pulled his chair forward. His cigar had burned almost down to the end and he pressed it out in the ashtray of his desk. “Please sit down,” he said with a sigh.

I retook the seat, relieved to be able to take the weight off my tired legs and support my shoulder on the arm of the chair. But I kept my pistol aimed at him. 

“What do you think I have done?” he asked.

“No, that is not how it shall be,” I responded. “I'm not playing games, Sir Charles.” I spat his honorific back at him. “You tell me what you have done, and I will judge the truth of it.”

He seemed to deflate as he sat there, his hawk-like face becoming even more angular as he prepared what he was about to say, knowing that his life depended on it. And then he appeared to relax, as if he knew that the time for concealment had passed.

“You are accusing me of collaborating to ensure that Grimes was in a certain location at a certain time. To that, I plead guilty. I did not know what fate he would meet there, but it was necessary for him to be delivered.”

“For God's sake, why?” I said, astonished to hear him speak so plainly.

McBride made a slight shrug. “In the main because he was a thorn in the side of those with whom I have cooperated.”

“Collaborated, I think you mean,” I spat.

“Semantics. Plans that have been in the making ever since the truce was first signed are now coming to fruition and Grimes was getting dangerously close to spoiling them.”

I felt as though a map were being unfolded before my eyes to reveal the true extent of a landscape that I had skirted the merest edge of. “What plans?”

“To explain it all would take hours, so I will summarise. Elements on both sides see the truce as a mistake. Chaos and war, you see, are good for business and innovation. Nothing motivates the best minds more than ensuring their own survival at the expense of their enemies. This truce succeeded too well, and we have had an unprecedented period of peace and a corresponding lack of profit for those who benefit from conflict.”

“So, money is at the heart of it?”

He looked surprised. “Of course. Money is at the heart of everything that matters. Do not look so shocked, Mr Makepeace. I detect the unmistakable aroma of class about you.”

“Do not presume to change the subject. Whatever my background, I have not betrayed my species.”

“Neither have I. I have merely made it possible for the old ways to be restored. There will be a brief period of disorder, but the status quo will return to the benefit of both sides.”

My hand gripped the revolver. “You disgust me. You talk of disorder, of status quo, but behind those words lie the lives of thousands, perhaps millions, of human beings. But they meant nothing to you as long as you survived and it shall give me some little pleasure to dispense the justice you so richly deserve.” I raised the pistol, but dropped it again as footsteps could be heard approaching the door and the butler entered without knocking and stood, wheezing.

“It is the little mistress, sir,” he said as he fought to catch his breath. 

McBride leapt to his feet, ignoring any threat from my revolver. “Call Prestwich from his lurking place and tell him to attend.”

He strode towards the door as the butler scuttled away and I followed him as he entered the sitting room I had met him in. He opened a door on the left-hand wall and went inside.

It was a girl's room; I could see that immediately. Though only lit by a single candle that lay on a table beside the little bed that stood beneath the window, I could plainly see the dolls and children's books lined up on a nearby shelf. 

The bed was of a four-post design with a canopy and drapes, and in it lay the slightest, most delicate child I ever saw outside of the gutters of the London slums. McBride had knelt beside her and was stroking her hand. It didn't appear that he'd noticed me at all.

“What is it, my dear?” he asked.

The girl's eyes opened slowly, as if the very act of looking through them was impossibly wearisome. “Father, dear father. I am so very weak.”

“Are you not merely tired? You are not due another treatment for some days.”

She shook her head slowly. I guessed her to be, perhaps, eight or nine years old, although her wasted condition might have hidden her actual age. “Bless you, father, but no. I can barely...”

Her eyes closed and McBride turned his head and bellowed, “Prestwich!” Then he looked at me. “Where is he?”

I cannot say why, but I put my revolver back in my pocket and ran out of the room just in time to see the valet come in through the other door. He pushed past me, and I followed him back in.

“She must have another treatment,” McBride said, the panic in his voice obvious.

To my surprise, the valet shook his head. “It is too soon, sir. They are losing their effectiveness. We did warn that it might be so.”

“But I did what you said! You told me it would be alright, that you would save her!”

“I said we would try. We have tried. I fear we have failed.”

McBride leapt to his feet and grabbed Prestwich by the lapel. “You will administer the treatment immediately or, so help me God, I will bring the full might of the army down upon you and your kind.”

Prestwich pushed McBride away and smoothed down his lapel. “Very well, if you insist.” His malevolent gaze fell upon me and I knew, in that instant, what he was. “But first...”

In a blur he flew at me, his mouth open wide, eyes flashing red. I was entirely unprepared and cried out as my injured shoulder hit the wall. He grabbed me around the neck and the revolver flew from my hand as I attempted desperately to bring it to bear.

I fell to the floor beneath his weight and cried out for help as he pushed me down and then, astride me, he raised a knife grasped between both hands high above his head in readiness to strike. I was to be eliminated; the last of the watchers despatched like a slaughtered pig to herald the greater bloodbath that was the come. 

With my uninjured arm, I flailed on the floor in the vain hope of finding the revolver and caught a glance of McBride sitting on the bed and paying no heed to my struggle. “Help!” I cried again, but he didn't stir; remaining, instead, looking down at his daughter with her hand in his.

As the dagger flashed down, I brought my arm up to shield myself and succeeded in deflecting the blow, but he simply raised it again and with a howl, thrust down. 

Something smashed and I was showered in liquid. Prestwich fell sideways with a grunt and I looked up to see the butler standing there holding the neck of a bottle of champagne. “A pity,” he said with unreal calm, “it was a good vintage.”

“Thank you,” I said as he helped me up.

He nodded and then pointed at the crumpled form on the floor. “I must deal with that. Nothing good has happened in this house since he arrived. Please see to my master until I return.”

What could I do? Bloodied, bruised and covered with wine and fragments of glass, I went to comfort the man I had intended to execute.

I put my hand on his shoulder. The little girl lay still, as if peacefully slumbering, as he turned to look at me. “She has gone,” he said. “I have betrayed my kind and it was all for nothing.” Tears ran down his face and I turned away.

 

 

 

I waited downstairs as the butler, whose name was Cartwright, attempted to console his master. There was no Mrs McBride and, it seemed, the child—his daughter—was his last remaining living relative. 

“I never trusted that Prestwich,” Mrs Cartwright said as I sat at the table in the parlour sipping a strong cup of coffee. She was McBride's cook and housekeeper and had travelled south with him from Edinburgh when he had been appointed to the government after a long career in the navy. Her future husband had joined the establishment as McBride's career had flourished and the two had become close before falling in love. It was a tender story that was quite lost on me that evening as I drank my coffee and nursed my wounds.

McBride had also found love by meeting and marrying the daughter of a colleague, but she, as was so tragically common, had died shortly after their daughter was born. Milly had been a sickly child from the beginning and had spent long periods in the country air at a house her father had purchased in Berkshire. In the end, however, even that couldn't prevent her coming down with a debilitating illness and her father had brought her back here to be attended by the best doctors in Harley Street. It was an affliction of the kidneys, they said, and there was no cure.

And then Prestwich had arrived. The master had no need of a valet, but Prestwich took that position anyway. He, it seemed, knew of a way to restore the girl's health and McBride was, by that time, desperate enough to try anything. Strange people visited the house and they brought with them equipment and medicines that, at first, seemed to be working. As time went on, the influence of Prestwich over their master grew until Mr Cartwright became almost entirely excluded from McBride's confidence and even Mrs Cartwright, who had known him since he was a boy, felt the distance grow between them.

“Aye, it was a black day when that horrible little man came over the threshold of this house, and nothing has been right since,” she said before gripping my arm suddenly. “Do you think my poor husband will be punished for what he has done?”

I shook my head. “He saved my life and, if I can speak to your master before it is too late, we might just be able to avert an even greater disaster. In any case, Prestwich isn't dead, and he is hardly going to press charges. But his hold over your master has now been broken, though in the most tragic of circumstances.”

The old woman's eyes moistened. “She was such a dear little thing, and now the master has nothing.”

“He has duty, Mrs Cartwright, and I intend to remind him of that, though you may think me callous.”

“No, I do not, Mr Makepeace. You know more than you say, and I can see that there is more going on here than an evil little man putting the hex on my master. My Cartwright will do his best to talk him round. Hark now, I hear him coming.”

Sure enough, the door swung open and the butler stood there, shaking his head. “Well, I do not know if you will be able to make an impression upon him, Mr Makepeace, but he is at least calm now. But tell me, should I call the police and have them take that criminal away from this house?”

I got up and took his hand. “Let me first thank you for saving my life.”

“To be truthful, I did it for my master. He had fallen far enough that he could not be allowed to permit murder under his roof. But you are welcome.” 

“As for the police,” I said as I passed him, “I suggest keeping Prestwich under lock and key—gagged if you'll follow my advice—at least until the morning. Things may be clearer by then. When you do contact them, ask for Inspector Pitt.”

He gave a rueful smile. “The real Inspector Pitt, I presume.”

 

 

 

I found McBride sitting in an armchair beside the fire of his office where, only a brief time ago, I had threatened him. He looked up as I approached, and I could see that his eyes were puffy and red. In his hand he held a half empty tumbler of whiskey.

“Oh, it is you,” he said.

Without waiting for an invitation, I took the seat alongside his. “I am sorry for your loss,” I said with feeling. I too, as Mrs Cartwright had told me the child's story, had felt a deep sympathy for her and her father. “But I must talk to you. If there is to be any hope arising from this dark night, then it lies in acting quickly. Already there is bloodshed on the streets—what can we do to stem the flow?”

“I do not care,” he responded. He slurred his words and his head nodded. My patience expired.

“Now listen to me,” I snapped, wagging my finger under his nose. “You sit here as a wretched traitor to your people. I do not know what they promised you exactly, but I do know what they held over you and, believe me, I understand.” This last was a lie—at that time I had never been close enough to another person to be able to truly empathise with his situation. The apparent death of Grimes had hit me the hardest and, in truth, I’d barely had time to get to know him at all.

My sympathy, however, had its effect. He emptied his glass, sat back and sighed. “You are correct, of course. I have lived my life according to duty and yet, in these past months, I abandoned all that in pursuit of my own selfishness. What sort of a fool am I?”

“A human fool,” I replied. And this time I meant it. “Now, tell me what you know of Grimes' fate. My heart tells me that much depends on him.”

He looked across at me. “Grimes? Oh yes, you know him. I forgot. Thought you were police. I expect I will have to speak to them.” His head dropped to his chest.

I reached across, grabbed his knee and shook it to rouse him. “There is no time for sleep! Is Grimes alive? Where is he?”

His eyelids closed and I knew I had only seconds before he would slip into unconsciousness. “Answer me, man!”

“Match factory,” he mumbled.

“That was where he was ambushed,” I said, “but I want to know where they took him.”

His head fell onto his chest. “Match...”

I bellowed with rage and shook him until Cartwright burst into the room and pushed my hands away. He was gone into the blessed depths of forgetful sleep and I was left with the fate of London in my hands and with no clue what I should do next.

So, I went home.

 

 


Holmes

The streets of London were unnaturally quiet as I ran home. I’d managed to hail a hansom to take me most of the distance, but the driver had insisted I dismount as we got closer to my home. As I ran, I came across, here and there, a pair of policemen stood guard at a crime scene and I was warned more than once to get inside as I passed.

By the time I arrived at the door to my rooms on the top floor of 215 Bow Road, I was too exhausted to notice that it was unlocked and it was only as I struggled to remove my coat while gravitating towards the welcoming warmth of the coal fire that I noticed the man standing there.

He was tall, wide and imposing. Dressed in tweed jacket and trousers, he stood facing into the room drawing on a short pipe and directing his gaze at the two armchairs.

“Who in blazes are you?” I said.

His hooded eyes swivelled lazily in my direction. “Finally, Makepeace. We were beginning to wonder whether you would make it.”

“We?” 

I could now see a pair of legs belonging to the occupier of my chair, so I stepped round in front of the fire to confront their owner. I did not know him, but I did recognise the figure in Grimes' chair. “Valentina!”

“Lady Countess would be a more fitting form of address,” the man at the mantelpiece said. “But perhaps we may forgive your rudeness in light of current circumstances.” He spoke slowly, like a man who is used to having the full attention of his audience.

I ignored him and directed myself to the one person I could identify. “Who are these men?”

Before she could speak, the first man gave a deep cough and took his pipe from his lips. “Ah, yes. I apologise. Of course. My name, Mr Makepeace, is Holmes.”

“Sherlock?” I said, hardly noticing as I dropped my coat to the floor.

He rolled his eyes. “Mycroft. My brother works in different circles.”

“Yes,” Valentina cut in, “he is too busy with trivial matters of social disgrace to help save the people of London.”

Holmes drew himself up, put his pipe into his left hand and, somewhat reluctantly it seemed, held out his right. “My name is Mycroft Holmes and I am the Junior Secretary for International Relations.” Somehow, he managed to make the word “junior” sound as though it had given him an instant mouth ulcer.

“You work for McBride?” I said, knowing as I did so that I was pouring petrol on the flames.

His lips creased in a mirthless smile. “I work with the minister.”

I found it hard to believe that this man could be related to the famous Sherlock Holmes. He reminded me, more than anything, of a particularly aged giant tortoise such as those encountered by Darwin on the Galapagos Islands. I was to learn later that he was not a man to be underestimated. Though much less active and vital in his manner than his brother, I discovered that he was at least the intellectual equal of the consulting detective.

I turned to the man currently occupying my chair—more snake than tortoise—and said, “I do not believe I have had the pleasure.”

“This is Count Otto von Regensberg,” Valentina said with a lazy gesture. “He is my husband.”

The shock must have been obvious on my face. “Did you not know she voz married, Herr Makepeace?” the count drawled. “No, she does not—how you say?—publicise it. I am her guilty secret.”

“Is this true?” I managed finally.

She gave a curt nod. “He is my husband, but I am the one with noble blood and he would do well to remember it.”

“He is here at my request, John,” Valentina said, looking up at me with, I fancied, regret in her eyes. “We are the only remaining Guardians of our people—all others have either fled to the other side or are dead. For all his many faults, Otto is loyal to the truce.”

“Unlike some of my fellows, I do remember the old days. I did not like being hunted,” he said.

“And why, may I ask, are you all here?”

It was Holmes who spoke. “Gathered in this room,” he said, gesturing around with obvious distaste, “are the final active players in the game who desire that the truce remain in place. I represent the government, you the human watch, and the countess and her husband are the final Nostri Guardians.”

“There is one more,” Valentina said quietly.

“Does the Prime Minister know?” I asked Mycroft.

He laughed, though there was no jollity in it. “Oh, good heavens no, Mr Makepeace. The truce was agreed by interested parties on both sides, on all sides; the government played almost no role in it. If politicians had been allowed to handle the negotiation, it would never have been concluded. No, McBride was the most senior government official to know of it, and he doesn't even merit a position on the cabinet.”

Our discussion was halted by the sounds of footsteps on the stairs outside. 

“Did you lock the door after you?” Valentina asked as she and her husband rose from their chairs, daggers drawn. Mycroft remained leaning lazily on the mantelpiece drawing on his pipe.

I ran out into the little hallway and reached for the door just as it opened. Stepping back, I drew my revolver as Valentina called out.

“Do not shoot!”

“Stephan?” I said. It was him. “I thought you'd been abducted by those street ambushers.”

“Stephan,” Valentina said.

“Mother,” he responded.

“Mother?” I was, by this point, entirely at sea.

Stephan and Valentina embraced tenderly. “Yes, this is my son.”

“But, but, he's...”

“Yes, he is Theodore Bryant's personal assistant, and our spy in the organisation.”

I caught Stephan's eye and realised that the nature of his relationship with Theodore was unknown to his mother. I decided to keep it that way and, in that moment, realised just how trivially unimportant my moral opinion was on this, of all nights.

“Why are you here?” Valentina asked.

Stephan walked over to the table and poured himself a shot of whiskey. “I chased John's attackers away—most of them—but it took some time to hunt them all down and discover where they were coming from. Having done so, I returned here in the hope of finding him alive and enquiring how his interview with McBride went. Imagine my surprise and delight to find you all here.”

The atmosphere in the room was as frosty as an icehouse. I sighed. This was all I needed. As if having the fate of every human being in London on my shoulders wasn't burden enough, I now found myself having to cope with a dysfunctional family of vampires.

“We don't have time for this,” I said, before turning to Mycroft. “Mr Holmes, why are you here?”

He took the pipe from his mouth and let out a cloud of aromatic tobacco smoke. “My dear fellow, to ensure that you are fully informed and to tell you that you must strike tonight if London is to be saved.”

This was exasperating. “I knew that well enough! But what hope do I have? Even if I could rescue Grimes, what could we then do to avert disaster?”

“You are not alone, John,” Valentina said. “We will help.” She made a sweeping gesture to encompass her husband and son.

“Forgive me for not seeing how five of us can possibly hope to take on a vampire army.”

Mycroft gave a brief chuckle. “Four of you. My dear fellow, I am not a fighter. My role is to think. I am not a man of action. But you underestimate yourselves. A small amount of force in the right location and at the right time, can be enough to start an avalanche. Now, you must go. I have a coach waiting to take me, ah, somewhere safe. I will just leave you this.” He pressed a small and perfectly ordinary key into my hand. “I believe you will find the lock that this opens.” 

“The rat is deserting the sinking ship, I think,” Otto said.

For a moment, Holmes' face clouded, but it passed so quickly I might have thought I'd imagined it had I not been looking at him precisely at that moment. “Perhaps,” he said. “But if you do not succeed, it is essential that at least one person with full knowledge escapes.”

“How fortunate that we have someone so obviously qualified,” Otto sneered as Holmes pulled on his coat, tipped the remains of his pipe into the fire and strode towards the door.

“I wish you good luck,” he said. And then he was gone.

“Where to now?” I asked.

“Grove Hospital,” Stephan said.

“What? No, that was where they escaped from,” I responded.

Stephan shrugged. “And they are back. I managed to overtake and disable two of your attackers, but the third I allowed to believe he had shaken me off. He led me to the asylum and, Mr Makepeace, I could smell blood. Fresh blood.”

 

 

 

We gathered around the trap door in Grimes' ceiling as I stood on a chair and offered up the key given to me by Mycroft. Sure enough, it turned and I ducked as the door swung down and I was able to feel around the opening. I pulled a wooden box towards me and almost fell sideways as I took its weight on my arms. Stephan helped me put it down; we dropped it heavily on the bed and opened the lid.

“It is a veritable arsenal,” Stephan said as he pulled away the oiled rag that had been laid beneath the lid of the crate.

In the candlelight I could see the glint of brass and steel on the cylindrical shapes that lay there. I also saw blades and small orbs and spikes and studs. It seemed to me that, in this small box that cannot have measured more than two feet by one, lay enough armament to supply a small army.

“This evens up the odds a little,” I said, though I remembered the speed with which the enemy moved and wondered if I'd have time to level a weapon, let alone fire it.

Within seconds, Otto and Stephan had emptied the crate onto the bed and were picking up each implement and feeling its heft and balance in the hand.

“John will select first,” Valentina said, “Grimes was... is... his partner and this is his mission.”

“I am not sure what I am looking at,” I admitted.

Stephan held up a stout brass handgun with a muzzle that was short and wide. “Here, John. This will do much damage over a short range—just be sure to be behind it! And take this,” he said as he handed me a vicious looking blade that reminded me of a dinosaur claw. “Aim for the throat.”

I felt sick to the stomach as I contemplated using these cruel weapons, and then I thought of Grimes, alive and in pain or dead and in need of revenge, and my heart hardened.

We were disturbed by the sound of feet on the stairs followed by a knock on our fortified door.

I opened it carefully and saw the ruby face of Derricks in the gap. “Really, Mr Makepeace,” he said, “I ain't exactly an early to bed sort of a bloke, and I'm as keen as the next geezer to 'elp Mr Grimes, but this is gettin' out of 'and. Mrs Derricks is givin' me enough earache about 'aving to sleep downstairs, without me 'aving to get up and let every Tom, Dick or 'arry into the place after midnight.”

I ignored the odious little man and looked over his shoulder. “Pitt!”

Inspector Pitt pushed past Derricks who went to protest and then caught sight of Otto's scowling face and thought better of it.

“I came as soon as I got word,” Pitt said, nodding to the others as they were introduced.

“Word from whom?” I asked.

“Mr Mycroft Holmes. I learned that he is my superior. He was there when my operation was shut down.”

Another mystery. Why would Mycroft want co-operation with Grimes to end? Perhaps he had simply been too junior to be able to prevent it. I imagined how much that would have rankled him.

“Inspector...” I began.

“Harry, my name is Harry Pitt.”

“Harry. We are going into grave danger tonight—do not feel obliged to accompany us.”

Pitt shrugged. “In for a penny, Mr Makepeace.”

“John.”

“Oh, for heaven's sake, can we just go. Zis is not ze time for niceties. He is John, he is Harry, zat is Stephan unt I am Otto. She,” he added, thumbing at Valentina, “is her Ladyship.”

Otto's outburst brought a hint of a smile from Valentina, but the moment soon passed. “Come,” she said, “gather your weapons, it is time to go.”


Lunatics

I had never expected to return to Grove Hospital and, as we passed the empty guard house at the entrance, I felt my skin crawl as unpleasant memories of that night surfaced in my mind. But then I realised I had seen many worse things in the days that followed, and I had, thus far, survived them. 

I could see no way through this night, however. We were five whereas their number was unknown, but certainly much larger. Of our group, I had confidence in Valentina's effectiveness and expected that Otto and Stephan were capable fighters. Pitt, as a policeman, would know how to handle himself in a brawl or when tackling a fleeing prisoner, but I could not guess how he would fair against the sorts of monsters we would be facing tonight. I considered myself little more than baggage with little to contribute and was only here out of a sense of duty both to Grimes and my people. I had little hope that I'd be able to contribute anything meaningful and yet my hand rested upon the snub-nosed weapon tucked inside my ulster and I yearned for a target to aim at.

A soft drizzle fell on the cobbled road. The streets had been unnaturally quiet, especially with the festive season now approaching. I almost laughed out loud at the contrast between the happy celebration of the saviour's birth and the dark pit of Hell I was walking, unwillingly, into.

Was Grimes somewhere in the brooding, fire damaged building that loomed up out of the darkness? Perhaps it was merely naive hope, but I believed he was still alive. I wondered if he had an expectation of being rescued. Probably not, considering that his hopes rested on me. And with that thought, we passed up the steps and into the dark entrance.

 

 

 

I almost sneezed on the pungent, bitter smell of wet burned wood and something I couldn't quite identify. A copper tang. 

From the black corridors came a cry that echoed as if from immeasurable distance. It was the sound of someone in agony and past all hopes of rescue. And there was another. Soon the piteous calls filled our ears so that going forward was like stepping into the heart of a torture chamber. Although every sinew of my being warned me not to approach the source of those sounds, I knew that for this nightmare to end I must do exactly that.

I found myself leading our little group, with Valentina alongside me, her hand on my arm as she guided us through the maze. I had learned that her night vision was far superior to mine when last we walked these corridors and I allowed her to direct me with little tugs and squeezes on my arm. Her touch was the only humanity I felt in that dark place, ironically.

Our plan was to find our way to the mortuary. We'd delivered the body of the vampire who'd attacked Grimes there and Valentina suspected that part of the building contained access to a basement. She knew her species—they would seek the comfort of the deep. To me, it seemed as though we were walking, open-eyed, into a tomb.

Pitt and I carried Davy lamps. He was at the rear and I could see the light from his lamp bouncing from wall to wall as he moved, keeping one step ahead of the darkness that closed in behind him and Stephan. Otto followed myself and Valentina and I imagined his eyes burrowing into my back as we walked. I was never the most sensitive to the feelings of others—I would often find myself perplexed by subtle signs I had missed entirely—but even I knew that Otto loved Valentina and that, perhaps, he saw me as a rival. Though it was dark and cold as we walked towards those echoing cries, that thought warmed me just a little.

She pulled on my arm to bring me to a halt and I held up my lamp to illuminate our little group. We stood like cavemen around a fire, the darkness pressing us on all sides as the amber light played across our faces.

“They know we are here,” Valentina said. “They are drawing us in, allowing us to walk into the trap before they close the door behind us.”

I had suspected it was so. Though I had been prepared for a shape with teeth to leap out at any moment, the further we'd penetrated the hospital's halls, the more I'd felt we were being drawn inside.

“Do we turn back?” I asked. My heart leapt with hope, though I knew what the answer would be.

“I do not think so,” Valentina said. “As soon as we made for the entrance, they would attack, I believe. And, in any case, what would we do then? Run through the streets of London with them on our heels? No, I believe we must, how would you put it, play the game? But, John, the decision is yours—you are the leader.”

“I am?” I said.

The light from the lamps glinted off her teeth as she smiled. “This is a Watch operation and you, my friend, are the ranking officer.”

“I am the only officer.”

“Be that as it may, the choice is yours.”

I did not thank her for giving the responsibility to me, but I knew she was quite right. There was no turning back.

“It frustrates me that I can see we're being played, but I cannot see any alternative other than to see it through, though to do so is to place ourselves in the power of our enemies.”

Stephan stirred beside his mother. “There is more to this than simply overturning the truce. It’s as if whoever is behind this wishes for us to see something before we are killed. So much of this is still dark to me, but I see no alternative other than to carry on.”

“What do you think?” Valentina asked Pitt.

“I'm just a copper,” he said, his pale face full of defiance. “I'll go wherever there's trouble.”

Valentina began to move off. “It is settled then. Let us get it over with.”

“Yes, I agree,” muttered Otto from behind me, “in case anyone is interested in vot I think.”

 

 

I cannot say that I recognised any part of the hospital until we reached the morgue. It had been there that my fear had turned into terror as I’d realised, we had walked into a trap. I reflected, as my heart hammered in my chest, that only a fool takes the same action twice and expects a different result.

The wails had ceased, leaving a deep silence broken only by the irregular dripping of water—at least, I hoped it was water—and the echoes of our footsteps. 

Valentina pulled on my arm and pointed along the corridor that ran alongside the morgue. “See how the floor slopes—I think we shall find a door and steps down.”

I drew my weapon, anxious now to have a target to aim at, and walked with her along the corridor and down the gentle incline. As she predicted, the way was blocked by a steel door. Unsurprisingly, it opened easily, and I could see a staircase beyond.

We walked into the darkness as if stepping into the very mouth of Hell, sensing a predatory expectancy in the fetid, bitter air, but there was no sound save our own breathing and our footsteps on the brick stairs.

When we reached the bottom, we waited for Pitt, who brought up the rear, and I fancied I could sense the anticipation. Could I hear, or feel, the breathing of the hunters who waited in the wet corners of this dark, cave-like basement? There was another sound. It reminded me of a clear mountain spring and my heart betrayed me in that moment as I yearned for the fresh air and open sky. I swayed and was about to turn to run up the stairs in a blind rush for freedom, but Valentina's firm grip held me as my mind caught up with my instinct.

“Hold fast, John,” she whispered, her breath caressing me.

I steadied myself, checked that Pitt was with us and stepped into the chamber.

A dull red light began to grow as we walked. At first, I wasn't sure that it was really there, but soon enough it became clear. A malevolent scarlet glow as if a demonic fire was burning. And round it, the silhouettes of monstrous shapes shifted and danced, silently watching us. Valentina's grip on my arm tensed and I realised that she, too, was terrified. We had come to the point and awaited the stroke of doom.

“No.”

It was nothing more than a whisper and yet I knew I was not mistaken.

“John.”

“Grimes?” I mumbled in response. Again, Valentina's hand flexed before dropping away. I heard the rustle of crinoline and caught the gleam of a blade.

Suddenly, the red flame blossomed, and the repugnant tableau was finally revealed.

Around the light stood a horde of shapes, their eyes glinting in its scarlet glow and, like a gazelle gazing at a pack of lions, I sensed their hunger and wondered what was holding them back.

Behind the spectral flame, a scaffold had been constructed. Like the one used to torture Williams, it was in the form of a cross and Grimes was tied to it spread-eagled. His clothes had been torn away and great rents slashed into his limbs. Instinctively, I stepped towards him and drew my weapon.

“Now, now, my dear Makepeace,” said the voice of Peregrine as he appeared from behind the scaffold. “If you value the life and soul of your friend, whom you have made such efforts to rescue, then you will please put down your weapon.”

He now came fully into view as he walked through the ranks of his vampire army. “And I see you have company. The beautiful traitress Valentina, her idiot husband and their brat.”

I felt Otto push against me as if trying to get to Peregrine, but Valentina forced him back. “Do not be a fool,” she hissed.

“Oh, it is far too late for that,” Otto responded.

Peregrine feigned to look behind us. “Who is this? You bring fresh meat for us to feast on? How very cordial of you and how very correct. You see, my children,” he said, turning from side to side, “this is how we do things. When invited to a party, we must bring our own food. That is what I call class.”

“My name is Detective Inspector Pitt of Scotland Yard,” my friend said defiantly. “And I charge you with murder, kidnapping and torture.”

Peregrine's laughter bounced off the ceiling and walls so that I could barely tolerate it. “Oh inspector, you are quite priceless. I almost regret having to kill you, but fresh meat is still somewhat taxing to obtain.”

Pitt brought his weapon—a long pistol—to bear, but Stephan grabbed his arm and shook his head.

“But where are my manners? You are here to see Mr Grimes, are you not? Well, here he is. Not quite as dead as you imagined, I believe, though that will be amended soon enough.”

At a signal, the vampires melted into the darkness beyond the fire and Peregrine gestured at us to approach before he also withdrew. 

Grimes opened his eyes as we gathered around him. “Fools,” he said.

“What can we do?” I whispered.

“Kill me.”

Peregrine's voice emerged from the darkness. “If any of you raises a hand, you will be consumed.”

“You should not have come.”

“And what, exactly, should we have done? You had been taken—I thought you were dead. And then we discover that you might be alive. What would you have had me do?”

“Flee.”

Valentina sighed. “Tell us what we need to know, Ichabod. I don't doubt that this is the intention of the entire pantomime—for us to learn of our fate from one of our own.”

“Rivers of blood,” Grimes said. Then his eyes cleared a little and he focused on me. “Kill as many as you can, John.”

I felt myself being pushed to one side as Peregrine emerged again. “Now, now, Grimes, that is not the way to behave. Did we not promise to kill your friends mercifully if you co-operated?”

“I am not quite that big a fool,” Grimes hissed.

“Then I will show them what they must see, but I tell you, Grimes, the master will not be pleased.”

Grimes spat at Peregrine, the gob landing on his forehead and running into his eyes before he could wipe it away. The vampire's face twisted in wrath and he made to leap.

“Stop!”

A deep voice echoed around the chamber and I felt the atmosphere change. The hunger and thirst for killing had been replaced by abject fear. Peregrine fell back against Grimes' hanging body, looking into the fire, his hands held up in front of his face as if trying to ward off some stinging insect.

“Master! I am sorry. I would not. I promise, I was only scaring them. I would not have touched your prize. Please forgive me, master.”

Something was emerging from the scarlet flame. As I write this, three decades have passed since that night and yet I need no notes to refresh my memory. So shocking and hideous was the thing that appeared that I can picture it in my mind's eye as if I were witnessing it at this moment.

It was of man shape, but taller and broader. It had a bulbous, bearded head and a wide mouth framed by serrated canines fully three inches in length. Wiry grey hair covered its scalp and its body was covered in what looked like a black leather cloak with holes for massive arms that ended in cruel, claw-like hands. It was hard to tell in the crimson light, but it seemed to me that the skin of the monster was also blood-red. If Satan had sent a demon into the world, it could hardly have been more evil-looking than this thing that stood before us now. It lacked only horns to complete the devil-like impression.

Its arm swept down, and Peregrine was flung shrieking across the darkness like a child's doll.

The creature stood tall, gazing down on us like insects it had a mind to crush. And then it turned to Grimes. 

“Did I not say that none is to harm him, but me?” His voice was calm and quiet and yet had the power to render silent the countless vampires cowering in the darkness.

“But fear not, your time has almost come,” he continued, his claws holding up Grimes' chin. “Brother.”

 


Demon

Cruel hands grabbed at my arms and dragged me away from the horrific scene.  What did that demon mean by brother? They clearly were not of the same kind since Grimes was human and his tormentor was of entirely another kind. But there was obviously some connection between them that I couldn't fathom.

I struggled to keep myself from falling on the dark, slippery floor as we were marched to a door in the far wall. Turning, I realised that my jailer was Peregrine and his humiliation at the hands of the monster who followed us had left him none too gentle.

“Open it,” boomed the voice of the monster behind us. I could see Grimes hanging lose in its arms and found myself hoping that he'd died finally and was no longer in pain. I longed to join him.

The metal door was pushed open and I was overwhelmed by the stench that erupted from within. I would have held my nostrils together if I could have done, but Peregrine seemed to delight in the pungent mix of faeces, death and fear. And above the dripping and the flow of water came a chorus of plaintive moans.

“Let us have some light,” said the monster and instantly kindled a torch set into the wall. 

We were in a brick-lined sewer and, as he swept the brand from side to side, I could see many shapes suspended from the ceiling, some of them moving like bound up flies in the clutches of a spider.

Next to me, Pitt lurched to one side and vomited. 

“No!” the demon called. “Do not contaminate the river.”

I looked down to where Pitt knelt, his head over the sewer channel. For a moment I thought it was a trick of the light, but then out of the corner of an eye I saw drips falling from the nearest shape above me. A random gust of the noxious air must have caught it because I felt a drop hit my cheek and I went to wipe it away. Blood streaked across my palm and I gasped in horror as I looked up again and then down at the stream. Here, beneath the streets of London, we stood beside a river of blood.

“My God,” I gasped, trying to step away from the brink.

The tunnel echoed with the demon's rolling laughter. “Your god cannot help you, little man. You have meddled in a world that is beyond your comprehension and you must pay the price.”

“And what of them?” I cried, pointing upwards.

The demon contrived a shrug. “They are merely sheep. You at least have been able to play your part; however ignorant my brother might have left you. I'm sure he has been rather niggardly with the truth, has he not?”

He knew from my reaction that he was correct. Grimes had used many excuses to withhold information from me. He had excused himself by claiming that he was protecting me, but the ignorance he'd left me in was, at least in part, the reason I was here, looking down at a scarlet stream as other victims moaned above me.

There was a movement to my side. Otto had made to move forward but was being held back by his guards. At a nod from the demon, he was allowed to approach the river.

“Otto,” Valentina said softly. “Control yourself.”

He turned to her and I saw the hunger in his eyes.

“He cannot deny his nature,” the demon said. “You feel it also, do you not?”

The demon moved forward, the limp form of Grimes hanging from one hand. With the other, he lifted Valentina's proud chin so that she was looking up into the red embers of his eyes. “Do you not desire to bathe in the river of blood? To drink from it? Do not deny it; I can see it in your eyes.”

She pulled herself back. “Otto!”

He was crawling towards the edge of the stream and I did not doubt that he would soon be as feral as the others here. No wonder so many vampires had converged on this place.

“Where does it lead?” I asked.

The demon seemed surprised. “Hmm? Well, perhaps I do see why Grimes picked you as his latest plaything. In the midst of this horror and within minutes of your own death, you are still curious. Very well, then, I will grant you this in honour of your courage. This sewer leads to a similar basement beneath the match factory which, I am sure you know, lies beside a railway track.”

He gave another laugh. “Really, you humans are ingenious. And how very kind of you to invent a form of transport that will allow me to send my gifts across the island and, soon enough, to the continent.”

“As you can see, vampires, whilst useful in their own way, are very easily controlled. I have allied myself with them before, but they are really only motivated by one thing, fresh blood and, outside of war zones and the worst parts of human cities, that is hard to come by and even harder to keep fresh.”

I gasped. “The anti-coagulant!”

His wide face burst into a smile that exposed the dagger-like yellow fangs. “As I said, you are quite an ingenious species. You have presented me with the means to store and transport blood. First London and then this entire benighted country will become like a beacon to every vampire in the world and I will finally have mastery here. Humanity will take its rightful place beneath my feet.”

I cast my gaze around and my eyes fell on Valentina. I saw the thirst there, just barely being restrained by her iron will. Stephan stood beside her, fidgeting against the grip of his captor and Otto was now, claw by claw, inching his way towards the stream.

Looking upwards, I could only make out the nearest of the figures hanging from the roof, but guessed that there must be dozens of dead bodies being slowly drained of blood like animals in some ghastly abattoir. And this was only the beginning. Night had only just fallen.

Pitt got to his feet. His vampire guard had stepped back as he'd vomited on the cobble path beside the screen and I caught the inspector's eye as he straightened. I have seen many inexplicable things in the years since these events took place, and I can only explain what passed between Pitt and I in that moment as telepathy. In that single glance, we knew that now was the last possible moment for action—futile though it may be.

In a blur of movement, he lunged in my direction and swung his fist at Peregrine. The vampire fell backwards as others leapt on Pitt. Our moment of communication had rendered me prepared and I stuck my hand in my pocket looking for the snub-nosed gun, only to remember that Peregrine had taken it from me. The only thing that remained was one of the brass balls of similar size and shape to glass marbles. In utter desperation, I pulled it from the depths of my pocket as forms were moving around me. I heard the demon roar and Valentina cry Otto's name and I felt the shoving of hands that tried to grasp me.

A voice cried out. “Squeeze it!”

I squeezed the ball and felt heat instantly build. I threw it blindly away and it rolled into the fighting mass as Peregrine leapt onto my back. In an instant the darkness was replaced by a blinding light and a ball of flame that expanded up, around and along the tunnel. For a horrifying moment I caught sight of the gruesome rows of figures hanging upside down, some moving in response to the sudden illumination. 

Peregrine had fallen backwards, and I wrenched the brass gun from his hand before clubbing his head with it. I leapt up, found the pile of writhing bodies covering Pitt and pulled the trigger. Flame erupted from the end of the muzzle and trails of incinerated air flew in a cone of death towards my target. Thank God Pitt himself wasn't exposed as liquid fire ignited the clothes of his attackers, one of whom rolled away and sizzled into the blood stream.

Valentina was wrestling with a large vampire whose muscled arms dwarfed her thin figure. Stephan had jumped on top of the attacker, but he was grabbed from the back by two others who threw him away and then leapt upon him. I made a first step to help them, but Pitt was now aflame and so I stood, paralysed by indecision when a figure blurred past me and thrust a short dagger into the back of the vampire atop Valentina.

“Get your disgusting hands off my vife!” Otto shrieked.

I grabbed Pitt, pointed my weapon into the running mass of attackers and pulled the trigger. Tongues of flame flew at them as I rolled Pitt over to extinguish his clothes. For a moment, hope leapt in my heart as I believed we might actually be winning. And then I heard the demon roar.

“Kill them!” it bellowed; the rage-filled cry echoing along the sewer.

I knew that there was nothing I could do to stop that creature. Fire might work on vampires, but here was a monster that had emerged out of the flame and I had no weapon that could touch it.

Another cry. A different voice.

“No!”

The demon seemed to rise in the darkness, becoming a hideous silhouette as it passed in front of the burning torches. I fell back as a running figure knocked me over. I saw sharp teeth in a red maw as saliva spattered over my face and remembered, in the final instant, the small knife Stephan had insisted I carry. Bending my knees, I was able to pull my shoe back and, as I vainly pushed at the ravening beast with one hand, I grabbed the knife with the other and plunged it with all my strength into the back of its head.

It fell forward, its jaws locking around my forearm in its agony. Behind it, rising like a dragon out of a mountain, I saw the demon. It cried again, rising higher.

“No!”

This time, I knew that voice. 

“Grimes!”

The demon rose then and through its midriff appeared a blue glow which spread across its torso as the monster roared.

Our attackers froze and then panicked, jumping away and running back into the basement we'd come from.

“Quickly,” Grimes called, and I knew, from the utter exhaustion in that voice, that we had mere seconds. “Back to the flame.”

The five of us carried the paralysed body through the door back into the basement. The demon roared again, then shouted in a foul language whose words I could not understand, but whose meaning was clear enough. We had moments  before whatever Grimes had done would wear off.

Grimes was following us, limping and barely able to stay upright. “Put him into the flame,” he said.

It looked impossible. The red fire had shrunken in size and I could see no way to get the huge body inside. But we had no alternative. The blue glow was almost gone, and I could feel the heat and vitality of the creature returning. “Quick!” I cried. “Head first!”

So, we ran at the scarlet flame, plunging the head inside first. The flame blossomed as if being fed by a new supply of fuel, so we pushed at the body, feeling some resistance as if the flame were the gateway to some viscous liquid. The body twitched, the arms began to move and, just as it was about to disappear into the flame, one clawed hand flailed at the air, grabbed Stephan's arm and he was dragged, howling, inside.

“Stephan!” Valentina cried.

A shape flew past her as Otto flung himself into the flame just as it closed.

I held Valentina back until there was no possibility of her following her husband and son to whatever dimension the flame led, and then turned to Pitt who nodded wearily. “Help Grimes,” he said.

So, I knelt beside my friend. He was lying on the floor, his eyes looking up at the ceiling. He was cold, deathly cold. 

I took off my coat and put it over him and then ran back into the sewer, ignoring the moans from above, and brought a torch back before building a fire from bits of furniture I found scattered around the basement. Finally, I set light to the wooden scaffold that Grimes had been tied to, its blaze illuminating the entire basement. There were no living vampires, save Valentina, in that place that I could see.

As the fire warmed him, Grimes came around. 

“My dear fellow,” I said, tears falling down my cheeks in my relief.

“Fools,” he mumbled.

I did not argue, so relieved was I that he seemed to be recovering.

Pitt touched my shoulder. “What do we do about the people up there?”

“I suppose we had better cut them down,” I said.

“No time,” Grimes responded. 

I turned back to my stricken friend. “What do you mean? Will that monster return?”

“Perhaps,” he said. “But Peregrine will be back soon enough. We cannot be here when they return. I do not have the strength.”

We hauled him to his feet, and I felt that sense of impending danger at the prospect of making our way back through the asylum corridors.

Valentina remained kneeling beside the place where the fire had been. I left Grimes leaning on Pitt and knelt alongside her.

“You must come,” I said. “If they find you here, they will kill you.”

She wiped the tears from her eyes. “Let them. I care not.”

“But I do care,” I said tenderly. “Please, help me get Grimes out of here. I cannot do it without you.”

She drew in a deep breath and stood up. The mask of control returned to her expression and she gave a curt nod. “I will help. It is my duty. And then I will go after my husband and son.”

I confess that, even in that dark place and with the horrors I'd seen that night, I felt a stab of jealousy at her obvious affection for Otto and Stephan. I hope I managed to conceal it.

We half dragged Grimes across the basement floor, up the steps and into the hospital proper. We heard and saw nothing of the pursuit and yet it felt to me as if a groping dark was following us and it was with relief that we finally stepped out into the night air again. It had been less than two hours since we'd entered the hospital and dawn was still some time away, so we struggled with our burden until we finally made it back to 215 Bow Road.


Tinder

The last thing I wanted to do, after the horrors of the past hours, was to go out again that night. It was four o'clock in the morning and dawn was still some hours away as Valentina, Pitt and I sat in the living room of our quarters. Grimes lay asleep in his bed.

I had spent some time seeing to his wounds, though I am certainly no medical doctor. They were mainly shallow and, it seemed, calculated rather to pain than to injure. He had been taken two nights ago and, it seemed to me, his torturer must have begun tormenting him almost immediately. He had plainly eaten and drunk nothing since his first demand was for water and a little food—even the stale bread I found in the pantry was devoured before he collapsed onto the bed. He immediately fell into a deep sleep.

I could see, in my mind's eye, those poor devils hanging from the roof of the huge sewer that ran beneath the asylum. Now we knew how the vampires had escaped the burning building and I was prepared to bet that the sewer connected directly with the Bryant & May factory and that it had been prevented from communicating with any of the other foul waterways of London. The vampires, it seemed, liked their blood to be clean.

There were so many questions I wished to ask Valentina, especially about her people. Were they such animals that all it took was a ready supply of blood to turn them from hidden members of society into ravening beasts? But then, I thought, what would be the effect on humanity if the sewers of London began to run with liquid gold? What lengths would the greedy go to in order to enrich themselves? It seemed likely that, just as with human beings, there were good and bad Nostri—and enough of the bad sort so that, if concentrated in one place, they'd be unstoppable.

I asked her nothing. She sat in front of the long dead fire, gazing into the dark coals as if wandering the paths of her memory.

Handing her a cup of tea, I said, “I am sorry, Valentina. I'm afraid I rather misjudged Otto.”

She looked up at me with tears in her eyes. “No, you judged him accurately enough, but, for all his faults, he loved our son. He always said he'd follow Stephan into the very jaws of Hell and, for once, he proved true to his word.”

“Do you know where they have gone? It almost seemed as though it were a magician's trick, but I know that what I saw was no illusion.”

She shook her head. “I do not know for certain and I have not the energy to speculate. He is gone—they are gone—and now we must, I'm afraid, act or their sacrifice will have been for nothing.”

Pitt, who'd been nursing a tumbler of whiskey and somehow contriving to nod off, moaned. “Can we not simply call the regulars?”

“Do you really believe that?” I asked. “And what would you say? 'Vampires loose under the match factory?' Besides, we do not know how deep the conspiracy goes in our own government.”

Valentina shook her head. “In any case, there is no time. We must deal with the... infestation... tonight and only then must we inform the authorities so that those poor devils in the sewer can be cut down. I only hope that some have survived.”

My resolve hardened as I watched her. Whatever may come of it, we had to act tonight. “Then let us go.”

“And what are we to do?” Pitt said, hauling himself up to stand on unsteady feet.

I took the tumbler from him and drained the dregs, revelling in the warmth in my throat. “Bryant & May is a match factory, my friend, I believe I know exactly what to do.”

 

 

 

Pitt and I rummaged around in Grimes' weapon box to replace our lost arms. I took up my old revolver, deciding that for all its effectiveness, the snub-nosed brass pistol I'd used in the sewer was at least as dangerous to my friends as it was to my enemies. I found three more of the marble-sized orbs and dropped them into the pocket of my torn and bloodied ulster and I patted the lump in the breast pocket that signified where my dagger lay.

There was one more thing I needed to do before we left, however. It was with a heavy heart and much regret that I shook Grimes. I would have given anything to allow him the blessed rest of sleep, but we needed information.

It took both Pitt and I to manage it. Pitt had the idea of blowing cigar smoke into Grimes' face and he finally awoke in a spluttering cough.

“I am sorry, my friend,” I said as his eyes opened. “But we are returning to the factory.”

I had expected him to protest, but he did not. He merely nodded.

“Where are they?” The factory was huge, and I did not wish to be groping blindly in the dark not knowing which door the monsters were behind.

“New factory basement,” he managed. “Connects to railway station. Go that way.”

I let him drop back onto the pillow and left the room with Pitt. I took one last look at him as we left. He reminded me of an elephant slain for its glorious tusks—a fallen giant.

We found Valentina in the chair by the fire. “Remain here,” I said to her, my hand wandering to her shoulder. “Pitt and I will take care of matters.”

She rose and faced me; her jaw set in what later became a rather familiar expression. “You will not,” she said. “I am not some little lady who waits by the fire for the men-folk to do the real work. Did you not know that?”

“Well, of course, but I... I...”

“You thought I was too overcome with emotion to be of any use tonight?”

“No, my dear lady, I certainly...”

She swept past me. “Let us go. I wish to find Peregrine. I want to have a little chat with him.”

As I followed her out, I felt a moment's pity for Peregrine. Come what may, I believed the hourglass of his life was running out of sand.

 

 

It was an hour before we arrived at Bow Station, its iron railings and colonnaded steps looming up like some ancient Greek temple to Hades. And into the mouth of Hell we walked.

I was now far past the point of fear, and rage was competing with exhaustion to master me. My calf muscles shook as I ascended the steps, Valentina and Pitt stalking along beside me like avenging angels. I carried my revolver openly, and the few people we saw as we entered the electrically lit concourse gave us a wide berth. I reflected, as I looked back on this adventure, that we must have been quite a sight—two men in tattered coats and, between them, a woman in black concealing a hidden strength that would have made any man quail.

As we approached the furthest of the platforms, a guard found the courage to challenge us. 

“Where may you be going?” he said, his vibrato voice betraying his nervousness.

“Tell me where the cargo loading bay is,” I said. I had never had a domineering personality and had always liked to believe that I'd treated my social underlings with respect, but that night I discovered something about myself that both thrilled and frightened me. It seemed that I had, lurking in the depths of my soul, a black animal aspect to my nature that was emboldened by the surfeit of terror of the last few days. The restraints of civilisation and protocol were seen for the tissue paper they were when the red underbelly of human and vampire nature was exposed.

The guard blinked at me, momentarily torn between his duty to interrogate strangers and the urgent warning of his reptilian brain that he was facing extreme danger. He pointed away beyond the last platform. “In them sheds,” he said before adding, “sir.”

We swept past him and he must have scuttled away for, when I turned, I could see him no more. 

The cargo was stored in a row of sheds that ran alongside the station and backed onto the match factory's main frontage. Wordlessly, we each took off in a different direction, looking for the communication between the two, and soon enough I heard a whistle coming from my left and trotted in its direction to find Pitt and Valentina standing outside a large wooden door.

“It's locked good and proper,” Pitt said. The electric lights of the main platform did not penetrate the gloom here, but I'd brought a Davy lamp and swung it in front of the door. Sure enough, it was padlocked, and I didn't doubt that there were also heavy wooden bars on the other side.

I fished in my pocket for one of the marble-sized balls and was able to push it into the gap between the door and its frame. I gave it a squeeze and we stood back. With a sound that was more of a thump than a bang, the door exploded outwards, pushing the air ahead of it so that I was quite winded.

“Well, if they're in there, they'll know we're coming,” Pitt said.

“Let them,” Valentina responded with a snarl. “I care not.”

I grabbed her arm as she went to step inside. “Do not throw your life away,” I said. “You are needed.”

“I would not regard being revenged on those who took my husband and son from me as throwing my life away, Mr Makepeace. This is not the time for caution.”

“But neither is it time for needlessly walking towards death. I am certain that Peregrine knows we are coming and will protect himself. I wish him dead also, but we must get close enough to kill him.”

She stopped and gave a brief nod before waving me through. “Then, by all means, lead on,” she said. Perhaps I heard sarcasm in her voice but, frankly, I did not care, so I merely stepped in front of her and shone my lamp into the darkness.

 

 

 

The tunnel connecting the factory with the yard was square and had a narrow-gauge rail track running along it. I shone my lamp on the roof and saw the tell-tale black coating of soot that proved they used a locomotive to move the goods. I strained my ears to listen but could hear no indication that the engine was in use over the dripping of water seeping through the tunnel roof to pool between the tracks and the sounds of our footsteps.

In all, the tunnel was perhaps a hundred yards in length and ended in another door—this one mercifully unlocked—that swung out and back on itself to reveal the locomotive and its attached carriages. There was no sign that it had been used since the previous day—no lamps were lit and there was not the subtle pinging sound of one that has been extinguished recently. But there was something about the silent darkness and what lay hidden beyond it that brought my fear back again.

Mastering myself, I found steps leading up to a raised platform used for loading cargo and found there what I'd been looking for: wooden crates, marked with the company logo and obviously containing boxes of matches. Beyond them lay a double door that opened to reveal a warehouse containing row upon row of shelves on which sat more boxes. The air in here was crisper, as if it were being drawn from outside.

“They have to keep the matches and their boxes dry,” I said to my companions as we gazed around. “They're stored here and then moved into the other chamber to be loaded onto the locomotive and then on to the station.”

Pitt's nose wrinkled. “I can smell the London air,” he said, “there must be a chimney.”

“One set at each end,” I suggested, “drawing the air through, keeping it circulating.”

“And so what?” It was obvious that Valentina wished to press on.

“So, we have our powder keg. All we must do now is find our target and trap them. Inspector, can I leave this in your capable hands?” 

I saw Pitt nod in the darkness. “You can rely on me,” he said. “I've always been something of a pyromaniac. My father told me it would bring me to a bad end one day. Perhaps he was right.”

“Remember that you will have little warning and even less time. When we next see you again, we will likely have a horde of monsters pressing behind us.” I gripped his hand. “Good luck, inspector.”

“You too,” he replied and shook my hand with heart-felt warmth.

“Come on,” Valentina said and, without looking to see whether I followed, strode off into the darkness.

 


Inferno

We heard them before we saw them. Cries echoed along the tunnel leading from the match store and I almost fell over the piled-up boxes as we strained to see in the pitch darkness. Valentina, of course, strode purposefully along as if it were broad daylight, and I now relied on her guidance utterly. I only hoped I could truly trust her.

She had been using her hand to guide me and I felt it tense as she sniffed the air. “I smell it,” she whispered. “The blood.”

I could not discern the aroma of blood from the dank, garlic-like smell of phosphorous that pervaded the tunnel as it ran beneath the factory, but I knew she must be right. We were now, according to my judgement, at a point where the factory was directly east of the asylum—this was where they connected and it would be here, of course, that the vampires would congregate.

Suddenly, we heard voices; close enough that we could make out what they were saying.

“We are hungry, Mr Peregrine.” The voice was uncouth and whining but insistent. “We wish only to feed to recover our strength.”

I felt Valentina stiffen again as she recognised the source of the answering words. “No! The master's instructions are to be obeyed.”

“But the master has gone,” the first voice responded. “It was those humans and the traitors who did it. He is not here to command us.”

I heard a slapping sound as of one striking another. “He will return, fool! And in the meantime, his orders are to be obeyed. You will not drink—you will help with the preparation and then you may feed.”

“We may feed? But they are almost drained. And they are old and scrawny. And it is just there. Can we not take a sip?”

This time, the blow was harder, and I heard the speaker land hard on the wet floor. “I said no!” Peregrine squealed. “The next one to protest will die. Do I make myself clear?”

The mumbled response came from so many different points ahead of us that I realised just how many vampires were here. Fear rose in my throat while, at the same time, I thrilled at the thought that we could destroy so many tonight. If the plan worked.

Valentina shifted position beside me, the crinkling of her dress so loud I wondered that our enemy didn't leap upon us. She was tensioned like a spring and her eyes were fixed on Peregrine. I said a quiet prayer that I would never be on the receiving end of such a deadly glance.

She touched my arm and I looked across at the shifting shapes in the darkness. Her keener sight had spotted Peregrine ambling towards us, talking with one of his subordinates. As he came closer to our hiding place, I could hear what he was whispering.

“We must proceed with the master's plan, until we are certain that he will not return,” he said. “That way, we will please him should he come again, and if not...”

“We will be the new masters,” the other voice said. It was oily and subservient but burned with unmistakable ambition.

There was the sound of a brief scuffle, as if Peregrine had grabbed his conspirator by the collar. “There can be only one master,” he growled. “And what is his name?”

“Arg…” the other responded in a half choking voice before being shaken again. “P... P... Peregrine? Master Peregrine?”

Valentina grabbed my wrist and pointed to the right, then to herself and then to the left. I shrugged and she repeated the movement, this time hissing “you” and “me” as she stabbed her finger. I understood. She was going to target Peregrine, and I would deal with the other.

They were close now and the sound of Peregrine's voice seemed to be coming almost from above us. Valentina squeezed my wrist quickly and then leapt upwards. A moment later, I followed her, to find myself face to face with a vampire.

His mouth opened in shock to expose yellow canines and a red tongue set in the face of an old man with the thin dregs of a beard and hair framing an emaciated frame. I took all of this in as I grabbed his head and brought it down, aware as I did it that Valentina and Peregrine were struggling beside me. 

The old man collapsed onto the ground beside me and I was ready with my dagger. As I raised it high, he thrust out his hands to shield himself and, for a moment, I felt the tug of overwhelming pity. Here was an old man, piteously begging for his life. 

But I was no longer meek John Makepeace, the drunken fop. I had no mercy left in my soul. I brought my knife down in one brutal movement and fell back, repulsed, as his lifeblood leapt upwards and a guttural scream fled from his lips.

Who was the monster now?

“Run!” Valentina screamed, knocking me out of my shock.

I turned to follow her. She was dragging Peregrine behind her, pulling him along on the end of a suffocating leash she’d tied around his neck as he scuttled behind her like an upside-down crab trying desperately to breath.

A roar had gone up as we were spotted and I ran for my life, leaving the old man to expire in his own blood. I imagined that he watched me as I ran, his accusing eyes following me out of the cavern and towards the warehouse. 

Valentina moved at a terrible speed as Peregrine's legs flailed behind her, but I managed to overtake them as we reached the door to the match store. 

“Pitt!” I screamed. Had he had long enough to prepare? Was he even still there?

I passed through the doorway and swung the heavy oak door behind us as Valentina and the scrambling Peregrine made it inside.

“Why did you bring him?” I yelled.

The savage look in her glance took my breath away. “He will die slowly,” she said. “Do not oppose me, John,” she added as she gained control of herself.

There was no question of it. Valentina began dragging her victim towards the other end of the warehouse and the entrance to the tunnel.

“John!” 

It was Pitt. He joined us just as the pounding on the door began. 

“Are you ready?” I said to the red-faced policeman.

He nodded. “I have piled the boxes up so that all we need to do is lob one of Grimes' grenades into it and the place will go up like an inferno.”

“How good of an aim are you?”

“Pretty fair, and the target's large enough. I reckon I can have a head start of fifty yards and still be sure of hitting it.”

I nodded. “Good. Go now with God's speed.”

His expression clouded over. “What do you mean?”

“Someone must make sure this door is closed behind them,” I said. “We cannot risk any escaping. I will hide in the darkness, run through and close it.”

The pounding got louder.

“Go!” I cried and, whether by the force of my command or the buckling of the door, he turned and went.

“Listen for my call!” he cried.

I watched him recede, took a deep breath, lifted the bar on the door and threw myself into the shadows.

A horde ran past me like a river of horror. Shapes flickered in the dim illumination of the electric lights and I wondered if they would fill the warehouse and the plan would fall apart. Finally, however, the last of them passed inside.

I strained to listen for Pitt's call, but could hear nothing over the roaring of the multitude.

And then a flash. I had moments. 

I dived sideways. A shout. I'd been seen. I fell backwards through the open door into the wider chamber and grabbed it, pulling it closed.

Clawed hands appeared in the gap and began to pull the door open with terrible strength. Then heat exploded and, with a boom, the door shattered, throwing me backwards. My back and right arm erupted in excruciating pain as I landed on something metallic.

I rolled over, struggling to breath, and forced myself up onto my knees and then my feet.

The chamber outside the warehouse was filled with smoke and I could hear pitiful cries from inside. Pulling my revolver from inside my jacket with my left hand, I cocked it and stepped into hell.

Writhing forms filled the space inside the door. The furthest from the blast, many of these monsters had survived and I emptied my revolver into them as I put each that I came to out of its misery, male or female, young or old. I was a war machine—emotionless, pitiless and efficient. 

I reloaded my gun and then looked up to see Pitt running towards me. His clothes were blackened and smoking, but in the amber glow of smouldering ruins, I could see he held a dagger he was using on those that still lived.

We shook hands in that charnel house, black and bloodied though we were.

“Come,” he said. “We must get out of here before the official services arrive—I would not wish to explain what has happened.”

Together, we set a gentler flame in the remaining crates and ensured a thorough fire would burn all evidence to ash before heading into the tunnel that led to the station.

“Where is Valentina?” I asked as we emerged into the early morning light.

“I do not know. She took off with Peregrine when I returned to help finish the last of them.”

I imagined he was now discovering the depths of her hatred and the extent of her vengeance. 

We clambered onto the platform and, ignoring the startled looks of the first commuters alighting from their trains, made our weary way back to 215 Bow Road.

 


Grimes

Grimes wasn't there. I was too exhausted, both mentally and physically, to either panic or take any immediate action, but merely cast myself onto the couch and fell instantly asleep.

I snapped back into consciousness as I felt myself being shaken. The image of a ravening jaw engulfed in fire lingered from whatever unremembered nightmare I'd been having, and I lashed out at my attacker.

“John, it's me. It's Ichabod.”

I overbalanced and fell onto the floor. The wheels of my mind were only just beginning to turn as they protested against being awakened. “Ichabod? Who?”

“Grimes, you fool. Now, get up. I need to sit.”

I rubbed my eyes and looked up. It was he—standing in a shaft of sunlight like a returning angel. If, that is, St Peter's standards had been allowed to drop sufficiently to admit such a woebegone figure into the celestial guard. I shook my head to clear the fog. What was I thinking about?

Sitting with my back against the sofa, I watched as, with a grunt, he sat down, sending dust into the bright air of this remarkably clear London day.

I turned at the sound of footsteps on the carpet to see Pitt shaking hands with another man. “McBride!” 

He walked across and held out his hand and I used the leverage to move onto the sofa beside Grimes. McBride then pulled across my chair and sat himself down opposite me. Pitt turned Grimes' chair to face us and dropped into it with a relieved sigh.

“I must first apologise,” McBride said. “I am entirely responsible for the dangers you faced last night and will tender my resignation later today.”

I was too tired to care. “Where have you been with Grimes?”

“Tidying up the mess you left in the asylum basement,” Grimes said, his voice betraying his exhaustion. 

A thrill of shock ran through my heart. “Oh my God, those poor people!”

“Indeed,” McBride responded. “Shocking. It was just as well that Inspector Pitt was here and, ahem, awake when I came to find Grimes. He was able to recommend a small number of his most trusted officers to help in this... unpleasant... endeavour. Most of the poor devils were beyond saving, but those that survive, and the officers, have been sworn to secrecy. I will be making Inspector Pitt’s position, and that of his department, official before I resign.”

“You will not resign,” Grimes said, and McBride's face tightened, but before he could respond, Grimes spoke again. “You said yourself that you're responsible for this mess so, by all that's holy, you can sort it out. The last thing we want is Mycroft Holmes taking over at the ministry.”

This surprised me. “You knew about him? He seemed a good enough chap when he was here.”

“Helpful, was he? Offer to come with you to do the dirty?”

“Well, no. But he did give me the key to your arsenal.”

“And then left you to it,” Grimes added. “He is a schemer, John. A useful ally and a terrible enemy. No, McBride here is a much more pliable minister.”

McBride's face flushed. “Pliable? How dare you, Grimes?”

“How dare I?” Grimes roared, before collapsing back into the sofa under a coughing fit. “How dare I? Because of you, I was captured, tortured and left to rot. Had it not been for my friends, I would have died an excruciating death and the enemy would be drinking the blood of London right now. Because of you, the primary city of Christendom came within a hair's breadth of falling. No, McBride, you can stay where you are and, when you have repaid your debt to us and your species, perhaps then you will be allowed to quietly retire.”

I pitied McBride then. He had lost his daughter and his pride, and I did not blame him for wishing to escape and start a new life. But Grimes was correct—he had a debt to pay first.

Grimes resumed, his voice calmer now. “You can begin in the match factory. I believe you will find the charred remains of a large number of, let us call them, some unfortunate workers. One of whom was careless in that tinder box. I suggest you enlist the help of Theodore Bryant—he also has reparations to make.”

McBride gave a resigned sigh and stood up. He held out his hand to me. “Again, I offer my apology, Mr Makepeace. Thank you for your role in bringing me back to my senses.”

“Oh, my dear fellow,” I said, shaking his hand warmly. “Your poor daughter.”

“She is at peace now,” he responded as he put on his hat. “I pray that I, also, will find such rest before too long. Farewell.” He nodded to Pitt who, with a smile to me, followed him out of the room.

“What of Valentina?”

Pitt shrugged, but it was Grimes who spoke. “I do not think we will see her for a while. Peregrine will take some time to die and I would not swap places with him for anything. And, John,” he added, looking me in the eye, “when she does re-surface, take care. She is dangerous—very dangerous—to know.”

I feigned ignorance, but I knew from his weary smile that he saw through it, so I changed the subject. “And the truce?”

“Holding for now. Ultimately, remember, our actions resulted in the most troublesome of the enemy being incinerated. Amongst those charred remains are surely the killers of the police officers and the ministry official, Yaxley. London is a safer place today than it has been since the night of the attack. And we have the makings of a new watch—you and I. McBride will be good to his word and that means we will have stronger cooperation from the official force. Unofficially, of course, but it will do. Pitt proved to be a capable ally, did he not?”

I nodded with some emotion. “He was incredible, Grimes. Could we not recruit him to our ranks?”

“He is more useful where he is. He will form his own team of irregulars but, I am afraid, it is up to us to build the new watch because, make no mistake, though we have won the battle, we are still at war.

I relaxed back into the sofa and then tensed again as an image leapt into my mind. “Who, what, was that creature who held you hostage? What happened to him?”

“There is much in those questions, John, and I do not have it within me to give a full account. I hope it will suffice for me to say that there are more than humans and vampires. He is what he appears to be: a demon from, for want of a better word, Hell. He was the mind behind what occurred—from the purge, to the plan to take over London and turn it into a beacon for every vampire in the world. Had he succeeded, London and, eventually, the whole country would have been dead to humanity. But, because of your actions, he did not succeed.”

“Is he dead?”

Grimes' grey locks shook. “He has been sent back to his dimension and, to our regret, Stephan and Otto have followed him.”

“Could they have survived?”

His face darkened. “I cannot imagine how. No, I'm afraid they are gone.”

“And the blue light we cast him into? Where did that come from?”

Grimes shrugged like a naughty boy caught in the act. “From the same place as the flames I used to rescue you from the asylum on that first night.”

He would say no more of the matter, despite my pleading. But I knew that there was far more to this man—if indeed he truly was a man—than his scruffy, bear-like exterior would suggest.

For now, however, I was content. For now, we held the darkness at bay. 


More Makepeace

Sign up to my occasional newsletter to get a free copy of The Curse of the Three – a prequel story set some years before the events in this novel. You’ll discover more about the background of Grimes and his relationship with the mysterious Valentina.

Go here to sign  up: https://scrib.me/curseofthree.


More Books by Kev

I write all sorts of fantastic fiction including:

 

The Faerie King Trilogy: a Comic Fantasy homage (or hamage) to the great Terry Pratchett.

 

The Robot Empire series: Galactic sci-fi in the classic mould.

 

The Long Night series: A Post Apocalyptic collaboration with million selling author Mike Kraus.

 

You can find all my books here: scrib.me/kevsbooks
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Author’s Note

This novel, and the Makepeace & Grimes world it’s set in, has a personal connection for me. 215 Bow Road, the establishment that houses our heroes was a real “Working Men’s Home” back in the late 19th century, and it was run by my great-great-grandfather, Thomas Partner along with his wife and a couple of house servants.

Thomas, like so many of his contemporaries, had been born in the country (in a little village called Finchingfield that’s featured in this short story), but was (presumably) driven to the big city as jobs on the land were lost to agricultural machinery. His father, George, never left the village and died at a ripe old age in a charity cottage next to the pub. By contrast, Thomas died in his fifties from diseases caused by alcoholism, a common problem at the time, and now.

So, I’ve described the house and its environs, including the church opposite and the Baptist chapel in which our story begins, as accurately as I can. Most of the characters are fictional, but Bryant existed and he was a Quaker. And I’m afraid I couldn’t resist Mycroft Holmes, though I have no plans to feature Sherlock in future novels.

 

A request

I hope you enjoyed this story. If you did, I would really appreciate it if you’d leave a review. 

You see, others will come across the book and they will value your opinion of it (as would I). 

By reviewing it, you make it that bit more likely that they’ll give it a try and that, my dear friend, helps keep the candles lit around my steam powered typewriter. 

 

If you have any questions or comments, then I would love to hear from you. My email address is kev@kevpartner.co.uk and I do my best to answer every email I get.
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