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Part I.





Chapter I.

Billy pulled his clammy coat collar tightly to his throat. It was damp with the fog and felt like the tongue of a dead animal lolling against his neck. His thin body shivered and trembled. He was fifteen but looked eight. A fever sweat glistened on his forehead. His breaths were short; they puffed from his mouth in feeble wisps.

He walked warily out into Finsbury Square. The fog gathered here, undisturbed, ominous. Billy carried a small cocoon of visibility with him, so that, as he walked, it was as if the world outside this bubble were as yet unformed and he invented his part of it at every step.

It was late and the owners of the pocket watches and handkerchiefs that Billy predated were safely home and happy by their firesides, sipping brandy, counting their blessings and their money.

Amber light seeped like honey from upstairs windows, glowing between the heavy curtains and solid shutters that formed a barrier to the cold and to the fear-filled world beyond.

Voices likewise seeped out into the dank night air: the happy hubbub of laughter and good cheer. Then the giddy tumble of church bells rang out across the city and Billy heard the sound of toasts and singing, and the cold gnawed more deeply into his bones. It was January 1st: New Year’s Day, 1818.

Billy was sick. He had been sick before, but this was different. He grabbed the nearby metal railing for support. It burned his hand with its fierce chill. Tiny forests of white crystals were sprouting over metal and wood, over bricks and cobbles. Minute thorns of ice prickled over every surface. The fog seemed to close in around Billy. Soon it would simply erase him and everything he had been. All would dissolve into that desolate nothingness.

The gilding at the edge of the wooden sign overhead flickered with the light from a nearby lamp. The painted letters spelled out Lackington, Hughes, Harding, Mavor & Jones – Publishers. Billy had worked the customers at this bookshop. They were easy targets as they left, their faces fixed on the pages of their new books, their minds elsewhere.

The shadow of the sign fell across a body lying against the wall beside the publisher’s doorway, face down and motionless. Billy knew a dead body when he saw one. The hands were as colourless as rancid meat. There was no sound, no movement.

He looked at it with the cynical detachment that years on the street had gifted him. He did not know this man and did not care how he had lived or how he came to die. Only the rich could afford to be sentimental. He cared for no one but himself. He was alone. Everyone was.

As ill as he felt, Billy could not bring himself to ignore a possible treasure. This body was a resource to be made the most of. This was a tree that might have fruit to be picked.

Billy had already gathered from the briefest of glances that the clothes would be of no use to him at all. The man was huge. Even though he made his coat look small, Billy could see that it would smother him. Time to see what the pockets of that coat concealed.

He looked about him. He had a feeling there was someone watching, but then he always had that. It was what made him sharp, what gave him his edge. He lived his life on the balls of his feet, always ready to run. But he didn’t have the strength to run tonight. Perhaps it was Death waiting in the fog.

As he bent down to the corpse, his eyelids became heavy, his vision blurred. He was shaking now more than shivering. Billy had seen more bodies than he could remember: who could live on the streets of London and not? The dead were just another waste product of this great machine of a city – like smoke and sewage.

Old age did not seem to be the cause of death: Billy could not see his face clearly, but his hair was long and raven black. Chances were he had been murdered or had died of some disease or other. Perhaps, thought Billy, he simply died of want. Hunger could kill you stone-cold dead without any hue and cry. Want was a murderer who never swung.

The world seemed momentarily to slither to one side and Billy almost fell, face first, on to the corpse at his feet. He steadied himself, blinking his eyes back into focus.

There were no obvious signs that the man had been attacked: no blood on the ground or on his clothes, no cuts, no gashes. But a cudgel was as deadly as a knife in the right hands. Billy had seen it done. More than once.

He touched the body’s blue-white hand. It was as cold as a hangman’s heart. He’d probably been dead for hours. A rime of frost was forming on his clothes like a white mould. He had more than likely been robbed already, but Billy owed it to himself to check.

‘So,’ said a voice behind him. ‘What have we here?’

Billy’s heart skipped a beat. He knew that voice anywhere. It was Fletcher. Immediately he looked right and left, trying to size up which gave him the best route for escape, but he could already see the shadowy figures in the mist.

‘I never had you down as a killer, Billy,’ said Fletcher, walking slowly forward out of the fog, so that he seemed to materialise out of the blankness like a thought: a nasty, vicious thought.

‘I didn’t kill him, Fletcher. He was dead when I got here. Honest.’

Out of the corner of his eye, Billy saw the arrival of Skinner and Tyke, two of Fletcher’s toughest cronies.

‘Honest?’ said Fletcher. ‘You? I’m surprised you’ve got the nerve to even use the word. Why don’t we call for a constable and see what he thinks?’

Fletcher’s boys chortled at this idea, but Billy knew that Fletcher was never going to call a constable.

‘You cheated me, Billy,’ said Fletcher. ‘And I don’t take kindly to being cheated.’

‘I’ll pay you back,’ said Billy. ‘You know I will.’

‘I don’t know nothing of the sort!’ shouted Fletcher.

His voice cut its way through the fog and skittered across the icy cobbles like a dropped knife. Billy noticed that he had moved a little closer.

‘That’s what I was doing, just now,’ said Billy. ‘I thought the stiff might have some goods on him. I was going to bring them straight to you, I swear.’

‘Billy, Billy, Billy,’ said Fletcher with a sigh. ‘The time for paying back has gone. Tyke – check the pockets.’

Fletcher smiled briefly and clicked his neck.

‘Truth is,’ he continued in a soft, conspiratorial tone, putting his arm round Billy’s shivering shoulders. ‘Truth is, I’m going to have to hurt you.’

Billy whimpered and tried to pull away. Fletcher’s grip tightened. Billy could smell the gin on his breath.

‘I don’t want to hurt you,’ Fletcher murmured. ‘I like you, Billy. I’ve always liked you. Weren’t it me who looked after you when you run away? But what would it look like if I was to let you show that kind of disrespect?’

Billy knew Fletcher was blind in one eye, but he could not for the life of him recall which. He was sure it might be some kind of advantage to him if he could just remember, but both eyes looked equally dead and Fletcher seemed to read his mind.

‘You looking at my eye?’

Billy knew that no reply was necessary, so made none. He just wanted Fletcher to get on with whatever beating he was going to hand out. He had been beaten before. As long as nothing broke you were all right. Billy sometimes felt he was one big scar. He was suddenly so very tired.

‘I was born with only the one eye working,’ Fletcher went on. ‘Probably on account of my mother being blind drunk when she had me.’ He chuckled throatily at this joke, but no one else was foolish enough to join him.

‘You’d think that would have held me back, but no – it’s made me what I am. You see the world clearer with one eye. I’m going to give you that gift, Billy.’

With one deft movement, Fletcher brought out a huge clasp knife and flicked the blade out in front of Billy, his ashen face reflecting in the pitted steel. But before he could make another move there was a screech of such animal wildness from Tyke that Fletcher, Billy, the whole of London and Time itself seemed to freeze in wonder at it.

All eyes – including Fletcher’s blank left eye – turned to the sound. The corpse that Tyke had been in the course of searching was now standing up and had him gripped by the arm.

‘It’s alive!’ shouted Skinner. ‘It’s alive!’

If that had not been enough, the reanimated corpse was easily the tallest man Billy had ever seen and certainly the ugliest. This giant must have been nigh on seven feet tall – maybe even eight. His lank black hair fell across his face like trickles of ink, partly, but not wholly, obscuring a face that looked as though it had been hanging at Execution Dock for many days and had had the Thames washing over it, tide after tide.

His eyes were limpid and, though shadowed by his furrowed brow, still managed to catch what little light there was. They seemed so alive compared to the rest of him.

‘Libberrrrerrrr legarrrrrsssonnnn!’ growled the giant, pointing at Billy.

This gravelly, guttural outburst was greeted by a few moments of astonished, uncomprehending silence.

‘What the hell . . . ?’ said Fletcher, his voice sounding thin.

The giant tightened his hold on Tyke’s forearm, turning it as he did so. Tyke’s scream died in a gurgling croak and the relative silence allowed for a sound like a chicken leg being twisted apart. He dropped to the cobbles and screamed again.

‘Layliberrrrrerrrrr!’ growled the giant, without once looking at the writhing Tyke at his feet. Billy felt another wave of weakness wash the life from his limbs and his eyes drifted out of focus. Had Fletcher not still had hold of him, he would have dropped to the ground like Tyke.

Fletcher seemed uncertain as to what to do next. The first to react was Skinner, who had already pulled a knife from his coat pocket and now lunged at the giant.

The giant barely seemed to move, but Billy saw the knife fall to the ground as the stranger grabbed Skinner by the throat and, holding him at arm’s length, began to lift him slowly into the air.

Skinner enjoyed his pies. He was not your normal skin-and-bones street urchin. He was big. He was heavy. Billy stared in disbelief. What kind of man was this?

The stranger flung Skinner away as though he were nothing but the stinking clothes he was wearing. The boy landed with a sickening clang against the nearby railings and lay in a motionless heap.

Billy could sense the conflicting emotions in Fletcher: should he leap to attack this giant while he had the chance, should he run – or should he carve a piece out of Billy before he went?

Billy felt sure he had decided on the latter and shut his eyes, waiting for the cold kiss of the knife blade, but opened them immediately as he heard the giant, with a speed and agility that belied his size, come rushing forward.

Before Fletcher had time to move or cry out, the giant grabbed his right arm. Billy heard the wrist bone snap and Fletcher’s knife fell to the pavement.

Fletcher was tough if nothing else and, broken wrist or not, he fought back. He kicked and lashed out with his good arm, but it was to no avail. The giant struck him with a fearsome blow to the side of the head and he dropped like a sack of flour. He did not stir.

When Billy turned away from Fletcher, he found himself staring straight at the giant’s chest. He looked up. The giant looked down. His skin had the almost translucent look of a drowned man Billy had once seen by London Bridge. Perhaps this is what Death looks like, thought Billy. Or his death, at any rate.

The giant leaned forward, staring at Billy with the bemused look of a snake about to strike. The fog seemed to rush forward suddenly, and then there was nothing.





Chapter II.

Billy was flying, floating a few feet off the ground. His head lolled back and forth. When he opened his eyes, the world lolled queasily along with him, as if he were bobbing on a boat adrift on ocean waves.

The scene was blurred, as though viewed through greasy glass. His eyelids flickered, never fully open, never fully closed. Everything he saw seemed determined to slide away and out of sight; all solid objects had lost their moorings.

Noises washed across his ears but Billy could not identify them. They merged and surged, sometimes echoing loudly inside his head, other times faint and barely audible.

He felt chilled to the marrow. The air was cold on his clammy face and he became aware of being pressed up against something even colder.

‘Where now?’ came a voice near his ear.

Billy lifted his head and peered into the distance. He was dreaming. He must be. He could see features he recognised – a shop sign, a crooked railing, a shabby courtyard with an alleyway beyond.

‘That way,’ said a voice so faint and far away that it took him a few moments to realise it was his own.
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Billy was inside now – he was sure of it. Warmer: the air was warmer, but he still felt cold. He shivered and found that once he started he could not stop.

The shivering rattled his jaw and joints and seemed set on dislocating every bone in his body. His teeth chattered and the harsh noise clattered horribly in his head.

Billy blinked, and blinked again, screwing up his eyes, trying to focus on something, anything. But the world seemed resistant to all his attempts to make it solid.

Maybe I’ve died, he thought. Maybe this is what the world looks like when you die. But if he was dead, then where was this? He was fairly sure that he wouldn’t gain entry through heaven’s pearly gates, but it didn’t look much like hell either.

Maybe he was in that other place: the place where you waited to have your fate decided. He tried to remember its name but could not recall it. Perhaps this was all there was.

Billy now became aware that there was a large shadow some feet away. Or at least it seemed as dark and formless as a shadow. He strained his eyes, trying to will some clarity into the black smudge in front of him, but instead of becoming clearer, it merely grew and shifted its shape.

The shadow grew and seemed to flood the room with darkness, swirling like a cloud of smoke, and then, out of this inky vagueness, a terrible face loomed towards him. Billy cried out and covered his face with his arms, cowering on the floor, not daring to look back and see if it had gone.

Sleep overtook him. It was a chill, comfortless sleep, but still it came, pulling him down into oblivion. He opened his eyes but the darkness remained. He could taste the soot in his mouth and knew that he was a climbing boy once more, wedged inside a chimney.

The sweep was barking orders into the fireplace below. His sharp tone carried the threat of a beating to come. Billy took a deep, gasping breath and gagged on the soot as it rushed into his nostrils and throat.

The chimney was narrow, but Billy was skinny – deliberately starved by the sweep. ‘It’s for your own good,’ he’d say. ‘Don’t want to get stuck halfway, do ya?’

His feet were jammed against the brickwork of the chimney, his elbows finding purchase on a small ledge. He felt so tired, so very tired. He wondered if he would be able to hold on much longer.

Looking down, he saw the tiny, vague shape of the hearth way below. How could it be so far? He guIlped with fear, gagging on the dry soot. A fall now would be the end. All he needed to do was let go and it would all be over.

Billy looked up and saw daylight above him, visible through the chimney-pot opening like a full moon in a black, black night. He dropped his brush, letting it clatter far below, and began to climb towards the light.





Chapter III.

Billy woke with a start, as he always did. He was catlike: almost as alert in sleep as he was awake. But he was drowsier than usual. He tried to concentrate. A dream . . . A strange dream . . .

Lemon-coloured light was raking the gloom with long beams, illuminating galaxies of dust motes swirling in infinity in front of his waking eyes. At the far edge of this universe sat the giant who had made such a mess of Fletcher and his gang.

Billy jerked back, scrabbling with his feet until his back hit a wall and he came to a sudden halt. The movement had been a mistake. His head reeled and he felt sick. Where was he?

‘Rrrrest,’ growled the giant.

‘What?’ said Billy groggily. ‘You can talk?’

The giant nodded. Billy tried to get up, but the dizziness overcame him and he sank back down.

‘Fever,’ said the giant.

Billy’s mind seemed to be filled with the same tumbling dust motes as the room.

‘Fletcher,’ he said, frowning. ‘What happened?’

‘That was three days ago.’

‘Three days . . .’ But Billy did not finish. He shook his head and closed his eyes, half expecting the giant to be gone when he opened them, but he was still there. This was no fever dream.

‘Wait,’ said Billy, squinting. ‘I know this place. We’re in the attic above the baker’s in Chalk Street.’

This was one of Billy’s favourite hideaways, something he had managed to keep to himself. The heat from the baker’s ovens made it unbearable in summer, but in winter it was a lifesaver.

‘You brought us here,’ said the giant.

‘What?’ said Billy. ‘Yes. I remember. I was floating.’

Billy still felt like he was floating. His head seemed light. His own voice caused him pain, it sounded so loud. The giant’s growl was deafening. Billy winced, narrowing his eyes.

‘I carried you,’ said the giant.

His voice was thick with an accent – the accent of the French weavers in Spitalfields.

‘And you looked after me?’ said Billy.

The giant nodded slowly.

‘Why? Who are you?’

‘Sleeeeeep,’ said the giant, leaning towards him.

It seemed more of a command than a recommendation, and Billy had no desire to argue with whoever – whatever – this stranger was. Besides, sleep did seem appealing all of a sudden . . .
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Billy looked around for the giant. He was not always there when Billy woke up and if Billy had been stronger he would have climbed out of the window and run for it. But he had already tried to stand and found that his legs did not share his enthusiasm for escape.

In any case, the giant was back. Billy could see him sitting at the far end of the attic. There was a pale yellow glow seeping through the window. Morning? Evening? It was hard to tell.

Billy’s vision was clearer now and the fog that had clouded his mind had also begun to dissolve. Even so, he found it difficult to find the courage to speak.

‘Hey?’ he said.

The giant slowly raised his head and Billy saw his watery eyes twinkle in the gloom.

‘You are awake?’ said the giant.

He was so large that he would have put his head through the roof had he stood up. He moved slowly towards Billy on his hands and knees, and the sight of it made Billy take a sharp, stuttering intake of breath.

‘Why are you helping me?’ said Billy.

‘You needed help,’ said the giant with a shrug.

Billy raised a quizzical eyebrow.

‘You think because of . . . how I look,’ the giant said with a curl of his lip, ‘. . . you think I must be without goodness?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Billy.

‘You think I am a demon, no?’

‘I don’t know what you are,’ said Billy, but he knew that he did not like the word ‘demon’ being mentioned.

The giant grinned unpleasantly.

‘Maybe I am the Devil himself?’ he snarled.

‘What?’ said Billy nervously.

‘Yes . . .’ The giant seemed pleased at the notion. ‘I am surely cursed as Satan was cursed, shunned as he was shunned. There can be no heaven for me, on Earth or elsewhere. For me there is only hell.’

It ain’t no fairytale for me neither, Billy thought. But he said, ‘You certainly gave old Fletcher a taste of hell, and no mistake.’

A wave of dizziness came over him and he closed his eyes. When he opened them everything seemed far away and blurred.

‘Fletcherrrrr?’ said the giant, rolling the syllables round in his mouth as if tasting them. Billy had never seen such white teeth.

‘Yeah,’ he said, struggling to concentrate. ‘You remember – the one who was planning to winkle my eyeball out. Is he dead?’

The giant shrugged disinterestedly.

‘Look, what do you want with me?’ said Billy, wincing at the sound of his own voice and dropping it to a whisper. It felt as though someone had taken the top of his head off while he slept. His brain felt raw and tender, his thoughts exposed.

The giant did not reply. He was staring at his own massive blue-grey hands, turning them over and staring first at the palms and then at the backs – staring as if he had never seen them before or as if they belonged to someone else.

‘Mister!’ shouted Billy, the sound of his own voice rattling round in his head like dice in a cup. The giant turned and looked at him. ‘Can you hear me?’

The giant tilted his head to one side.

‘Yes,’ he replied in a low rumbling voice.

‘Who are you?’ said Billy, blinking, trying to focus his sleepy vision.

‘Who?’ said the giant.

‘You,’ said Billy, jabbing his finger towards the stranger’s face.

‘Me?’ said the giant, prodding his own chest.

‘You,’ repeated Billy. ‘What do they call you?’

The giant frowned and mumbled a reply.

‘Creecher, is it?’ said Billy, looking surreptitiously for an escape route. ‘Well, I suppose I ought to thank you, Mister Creecher.’

‘Monsieur Creecher?’ repeated the giant slowly. After a pause, he began to laugh – or at least that was what Billy assumed the strange wheezing sound to be.

Billy raised an eyebrow. Who was this strange foreign monster of a man? Was he from a freak show? Had he escaped from Bedlam?

‘My name’s Billy.’

‘Bill-ly . . .’ said Creecher.

‘Will you stop repeating everything I say, for goodness’ sake!’

Creecher stared at him malevolently. Billy let out a nervous laugh.

‘Sorry, sorry. Didn’t mean to shout at you. Where are you from?’ he asked hurriedly. ‘You ain’t from London, are you? Or England neither. Where are you from?’

‘Frrrrrom?’ said Creecher. He looked puzzled by the question.

‘Yeah,’ said Billy, then speaking more slowly and carefully, in the voice he used on tourists before he relieved them of their watches, ‘where are you from? Where did you come from to get here?’

Creecher frowned and seemed lost in thought. Did he have to think about where he was from, or was he trying to come up with a lie? Billy wondered if the giant had been knocked on the head after all. Maybe his brains have been scrambled, he thought. Then something appeared to spark in the stranger’s mind.

‘Switzerland,’ said Creecher.

‘Swissland?’ said Billy. ‘I thought you was French. The accent. Sounds French. You sure you’re not French?’

Creecher made no reply. Swiss? Billy was none the wiser. His geography was a little limited. He knew London like the back of his hand – rather better actually. But outside of the city was foreign to him. Switzerland, France, Wales – it was all the same to Billy.

‘I was born here. In London,’ said Billy. ‘Ain’t never been anywhere else.’

The giant said nothing and the silence was somehow dreadful and Billy felt obliged to fill it.

‘I’m an orphan,’ he went on. ‘Mother died when I was eight. Never knew my father. He left when I was just a baby, or so my mother said.’

Billy was surprised to see a look of sympathy pass over the giant’s terrible face. Creecher shook his head and tears welled in his eyes. Whether the tears were for Billy or for himself, Billy could not tell.

‘What brought you here, then?’ said Billy, raising himself up and rubbing his eyes.

‘A ship,’ said Creecher.

‘No, no,’ said Billy, shaking his head. This was going to be hard work. ‘What I mean is – why have you come? You don’t look like a tourist to me.’

The giant did not reply.

‘So how come you were stretched out in Finsbury Square?’

‘I do not know,’ said Creecher, frowning, clearly trying to remember. ‘I must have slept.’

‘Slept?’ said Billy. ‘In that weather?’

Billy remembered how sure he had been that Creecher was dead when he had found him that night. His fear of the giant came back suddenly. He shuddered and felt his heart flutter like a trapped moth. Creecher must have noticed.

‘Ugly,’ he said, waving his hand towards his face.

‘I’ve seen worse,’ said Billy pointlessly. They both knew it was not true.

Creecher seemed to slip into a daydream once more and Billy thought about getting to his feet and making a run for it. But he did not have the strength.

He was a fearful monster, but he could have snapped him in two an hour ago if that was what he wanted, Billy reasoned. Besides, had not he saved Billy’s life? Not once but twice: from Fletcher and then from the fever.

‘What do you want with me?’ said Billy.

‘Rest,’ said Creecher. ‘I will fetch food. When it is dark.’





Chapter IV.

Billy drifted in and out of consciousness for the next few hours, before eventually sitting up and stretching his aching muscles.

The room was almost entirely dark save for a bluish glow coming through the partly opened shutters of the attic window nearby. Though the shadows were big enough to hide the giant, Billy was sure that he was alone.

He had not only awoken from sleep. He had completely shed his fever too, he sensed. He felt light-headed with hunger, but that was all. Now was the time to get out and away from Creecher and whatever he had planned.

Billy got to his feet a little too quickly and had to steady himself, bright spots dancing before his eyes. He was about to push open the shutters and climb out on to the roof when he felt his body stiffen. He began to limber up – to get his lazy muscles going. He needed to move before the giant came back.

But where exactly was he intending to go? Creecher did not seem to know if Fletcher was dead, and if Fletcher was alive then sooner or later their paths would cross. Fletcher wasn’t going to be satisfied with an eye this time.

Billy found himself imagining how sweet it would be if Creecher were with him when he met Fletcher. Creecher might finish the job this time. Until Fletcher was dealt with, London was not safe for Billy.

But how safe was Billy with Creecher, whoever – whatever – he was? Just as he was sizing these thoughts up in his mind, he sensed that something was outside and heading his way.

Instead of opening the shutters, Billy returned to the pile of sacks and hessian rags that had served as his bed for the last few days and lay back down, trying to look as though he had never stirred.

No sooner had he done so than the shutters opened and Creecher dropped through the window. Billy marvelled at how it was possible for so large a man to move so quietly. He had heard nothing of the giant’s approach across the tiles and he had a thief’s hearing.

Creecher had dropped to his haunches and now rose up like a shadow and moved towards Billy. The boy let out an involuntary whimper at the giant’s approach and flinched as Creecher’s hands thrust towards him.

‘Food,’ said Creecher. ‘Eat.’

Billy now saw the loaf and grabbed it greedily. He had taken several mouthfuls before he remembered to say a muffled, ‘Thank you.’

Creecher had withdrawn to his side of the attic and was eating his own loaf of bread. There was a small sack between them.

‘What’s in the bag?’ Billy asked.

‘Chicken.’

Billy was out from under his rags in a flash. He dashed across the filthy floorboards and pounced on the bag. He shoved in his hand and pulled out a whole roast chicken. The smell made him giddy and he had to sit down. He held it out to Creecher.

‘Here,’ he said. ‘You ought to have first go.’

Creecher shook his head.

‘I do not eat . . . flesh,’ he said.

There seemed something particularly unlikely about this great hulking beast denying himself the taste of meat.

‘You don’t want any?’ said Billy. ‘You’re sure?’

Creecher smiled and shook his head again.

‘Yes,’ he replied, pointing at Billy. ‘It is all yours.’

Billy did not need telling twice. He retreated to his side of the attic with his prize and set about it with all the delicacy of a ravenous wolf, slumping back a little drunkenly when he had finished. The food sat heavily in his stomach, but he liked the feeling. It seemed to warm him from the inside.

Billy’s wits had now fully returned, and now he was well fed he felt better able to cope with the strange situation he found himself in. He still felt a vivid, visceral fear of the giant, but it no longer seemed to immobilise him.

He belched and looked at Creecher. He had studiously ignored him while eating. The giant’s monstrous form was not good for the appetite. Billy saw that he was now huddled over a book.

It was an extraordinary sight. The book looked tiny in the giant’s massive grip. What was this weird creature, this frightful demon who did not eat meat, this growling brute who read books?

‘How can you read in this light?’ asked Billy. He could barely see the giant in that gloom.

Creecher shrugged.

‘What’s the book?’

‘Persuasion,’ Creecher replied.

‘Yeah?’ said Billy. ‘What’s it about?’

‘It is about a woman who loves a man, but he is thought unsuitable by her family.’

‘Why’s that, then?’ said Billy.

‘He is not rich enough.’

Billy snorted.

‘Sounds about right. Who wrote that, then?’

‘Jane Austen,’ said Creecher.

Billy laughed out loud. Even he had heard of Jane Austen. Creecher scowled at him.

‘What is so funny?’

‘That’s a woman’s book!’ Billy said. ‘It’s a novel, ain’t it? Only women read novels!’

Creecher gave him a withering look and turned back to his reading.

‘Sorry, sorry,’ said Billy.

Creecher ignored him.

‘Seriously, I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.’ Billy tried to suppress a snigger. ‘I’ve just never seen a man read a novel before.’

‘Lots of men write novels and lots of men read novels,’ said Creecher. ‘Besides – it helps me with my English.’

Billy observed that the giant’s accent already seemed less noticeable than it had before.

‘Any good?’ he asked. ‘The book, I mean.’

‘Not bad,’ said the giant. ‘Don’t you read?’

‘Yeah,’ said Billy defensively. ‘I can read if I have to. My mother taught me. She said I’d never amount to anything if I couldn’t read. Ha! Can’t see the point of stories, though. They’re for children, aren’t they? And women.’

He could not stop himself laughing again. When he looked up he saw that the giant was studying him.

‘You say your mother taught you,’ said Creecher. ‘You did not go to school?’

‘No,’ said Billy. ‘I was brought up in the workhouse.’

‘But your mother could read?’

‘Yeah,’ said Billy. ‘She’d fallen on hard times and . . . and, well, she had me.’

Creecher nodded.

‘Your father?’

Billy shook his head.

‘I never knew him,’ he said. ‘He left me and my mother to fend for ourselves. Didn’t care about her. Didn’t care about me. I hate him. He’s probably dead anyway. I hope he is.’

The giant seemed to take a moment to absorb all this information, and again, Billy was surprised to see a gentle look pass over his terrible face.

‘And how did you come to be a thief?’ said the giant.

‘I was a climbing boy for a chimney sweep, but I ran away.’

‘Why?’

Billy shrugged and looked away. ‘We didn’t get on.’

‘And so you steal,’ said the giant.

Billy bristled at the disapproving tone.

‘What about you?’ he asked.

The giant did not reply.

‘How you paying for all this food?’ said Billy. ‘You rich, then, are you? You don’t look rich.’

The giant frowned.

‘I am not a thief. I take only what I need,’ he growled.

‘Don’t we all, Swiss,’ said Billy.

He leaned back against the wall, cradling his swollen belly in his hands, and winced. He needed to get away and think.

‘Look, thanks for the grub. But you still ain’t said why you’re looking after me. It’s not that I ain’t grateful, you understand. I don’t have you down as the charitable type, so I’m guessing you want something from me. What?’

The giant took so long to respond that Billy almost asked again, but just as he opened his mouth to speak, Creecher leaned forward. The giant might not eat flesh, but he smelled like a butcher’s gutter.

‘Yes,’ he said quietly. ‘I do have work for you. But you will need to come with me. Are you well enough?’

Billy nodded. He would be glad to get out of that stuffy room and fill his lungs with some cold London air – glad, too, to put some space between himself and Creecher. But what work could he possibly do for this monster?





Chapter V.

Creecher waited while Billy stood and climbed through the window and on to the roof. Billy had been this way so many times he did not need the moonlight to show him down to the alleyway behind the baker’s.

Creecher’s descent was as alarmingly silent as his approach had been, and he dropped noiselessly to stand next to Billy, his feet barely registering a sound. A ghost would have made more of a din.

‘So,’ said Billy, ‘what are we doing? Where are we going?’

‘We must walk towards the river, near to Waterloo Bridge.’

Billy hugged himself.

‘Don’t you feel the cold?’ he asked.

‘Oui,’ said the giant, nodding. ‘I feel the cold. It is in my bones always.’

‘What’s the name of the place we’re going to, then?’ Billy asked. ‘What street?’

‘Whale Street,’ said Creecher. ‘Come.’

Billy grabbed Creecher’s arm as the giant set off and he spun round with terrifying suddenness. Billy recoiled and raised his hands defensively.

‘Whoa!’ he said. ‘I know Whale Street, all right. But this way’s quicker.’

Creecher looked at Billy and nodded. Billy headed off without saying another word. He did not need to look round to check if the giant was with him. He could sense it somehow.

Besides, he did not want to see Creecher behind him. It was all he could do as it was to stop himself from running. He did not want to turn and see that inky shape, smudged by darkness. The sight of him in clear light was bad enough, but what a horror it would be to see him vague and spectral.

Billy led the way, moving quickly and smoothly through narrow alleyways, down winding flights of weathered steps and out across deserted squares, pausing only occasionally at corners to check the wide streets.

The air was even colder down here by the river. Billy could feel it enter his lungs and linger coldly there, chilling his chest. He could taste the stink of it in his mouth. He coughed and spat and looked behind him for the first time to find Creecher almost standing on his heels.

‘Don’t do that!’ hissed Billy. ‘How can you be so big and creep up on someone like that? It ain’t natural.’

Creecher made no response but motioned for Billy to follow him into an alleyway, where they stopped and looked back out into the street. The giant was staring intently at the building opposite.

When they had been standing like that for several minutes, Billy took a deep breath and let out as big a sigh as he could muster. Creecher did not break off from his vigil.

‘What?’ said Billy finally. ‘What are we waiting for?’

‘Be quiet,’ said Creecher.

It was spoken with such understated menace that Billy’s heart skipped a beat.

‘Look,’ said Creecher, pointing to the door of the building as two men stepped out on to the pavement and walked away towards Covent Garden. After giving them a head start, Creecher set off in pursuit, with Billy at his heels.

The men crossed the Strand and headed up Southampton Street. Billy knew these streets well. Tourists and drunks were easy pickings and there were plenty of both here. He stayed close to Creecher. If Fletcher was alive, he was as likely to be here as anywhere.

Creecher kept away from the lamplight’s glare. Billy marvelled at how darkness seemed to cling to him. Those who caught a glimpse of the giant saw only a fleeting phantasm of blackness and chose to question their senses rather than accept the unnerving truth of what they had seen.

The two men walked into the throng of people and disappeared now and then among them. They stopped by the columns of a church. Billy and Creecher were near enough to hear them talking to one another in what sounded like French to Billy’s ears. Had Creecher followed these men from Swissland? A busker sang mournfully nearby.

‘Do you see those men?’ asked Creecher, as if he and Billy had not been following them for the past half hour.

‘Course I see them,’ said Billy. ‘What of it?’

‘I want you to follow them,’ he replied.

‘Why?’

‘That is of no concern to you,’ said Creecher. ‘If you follow them, I will reward you.’

Billy looked at the men and wondered what connection Creecher could have with them. Unlike him, they seemed perfectly normal. They also appeared to be wealthy.

‘Why can’t you follow them yourself?’ he asked.

‘By day I am . . . too visible,’ said Creecher. ‘And I am known to one of them.’

Billy was intrigued. But not intrigued enough to want the job. He screwed up his face.

‘I don’t think so,’ he said.

‘You don’t think so?’ said Creecher.

‘Look,’ Billy explained, ‘like I said – I’m grateful to you for looking after me and if I had some way of paying you I would.’

‘I don’t want money,’ said Creecher. ‘I want your help.’

There was something in the giant’s tone of voice that made Billy think twice about arguing. But still, he saw no reason to get mixed up in whatever it was that was going on here.

Billy spat at the gutter and sent a rat scurrying from its hiding place into the glare of the gas lamps. It paused briefly in its headlong sprint to look for the nearest shadows, its black button eyes squinting at the lamplight.

The two foreigners were being swallowed up in the crowd of theatregoers spilling out of the opera house. Beggars and thieves buzzed about like flies round a cowpat.

‘Well?’ said Creecher.

But Billy’s attention was elsewhere. Two boys lurked in front of a chestnut-seller’s brazier. They were hardly more than silhouettes but he recognised one of them straight away by the bite-sized chunk missing from his left ear.

Warner was one of Fletcher’s boys and no sooner had Billy registered the fact than Warner saw him. He pretended that he hadn’t, but he had, Billy could tell.

After a minute or two, Warner tapped the other boy on the arm and leaned towards him, whispering. The other boy wasn’t as practised as Warner and could not resist a sideways glance at Billy and got a swift kick in the ankle as reward. The two boys slunk away into an alley like lizards into a crack in a wall. 

Billy turned and walked away in the opposite direction. He walked with an unhurried air completely at odds with the drum roll of his heartbeat. But he had not gone more than a few strides before he heard a familiar rumbling voice.

‘Where are you going?’

Billy did not turn round, but quickened his pace. The giant overtook him in the blink of an eye and blocked his way. Billy looked up at him and was shocked anew to see that pallid, wrinkled face and the watery gleam of those eyes. A woman came out from a doorway, took one look at Creecher and dropped to the floor in a faint.

‘Where are you going?’ Creecher repeated softly, stepping over the woman.

‘Fletcher ain’t dead,’ said Billy. ‘I can feel it. I’ve got to keep moving.’

‘Those two boys?’ Creecher asked.

‘They’re in Fletcher’s gang,’ said Billy. ‘They’ll go straight to him.’

He tried to walk on, but the giant placed one of his huge hands on Billy’s shoulder and he had to stop himself from whimpering at its cold and heavy touch.

‘Leave me alone,’ said Billy, his voice quavering now like he was eight years old and a climbing boy again, pleading with the sweep not to beat him.

‘I can protect you,’ said Creecher.

‘You can’t be around all the time. Even you have to sleep, don’t you?’

‘Yes,’ said Creecher with a slow nod. ‘I have to sleep. But will you be any safer without me?’

Billy swore and put his face in his hands.

‘If you hadn’t –’

‘If I hadn’t stopped him, the one called Fletcher would have taken your eye.’

‘Well, he ain’t going to stop at an eye now, is he?’ Billy snarled. ‘He’s gonna kill me for sure. And not quick, neither.’

‘No,’ said Creecher. ‘He will not kill you. I will see to it.’

Billy squinted up at the giant, but his horrible face seemed devoid of any expression.

‘I ain’t asking you to kill him!’ said Billy.

Creecher did not respond.

‘Not that anyone would mourn him,’ Billy added. ‘But still – I never said I wanted him dead. You can’t say I did, cos I didn’t!’

Billy looked at the giant, who once again seemed to have edged into the darker side of the alley, as if he carried his own shadow with him.

‘And all I have to do is follow these two men round London?’

Creecher nodded.

‘How will I know you’ll keep your side of the bargain?’ said Billy. ‘How will I know that Fletcher won’t jump on me one –’

With horrible suddenness, Creecher moved towards Billy, grabbing him by the throat and pinning him to the wall.

‘Because when I say I will do a thing, I do it,’ he hissed, his rancid breath making Billy blink. Again the giant looked back towards Covent Garden and the two foreigners. ‘Unlike some.’

His fingers tightened their grip on Billy’s throat. He seemed to be lost in thought and Billy tugged at his arm to try to pull him away as he gasped for breath. It took several hard punches at the giant’s forearm before Creecher looked back at Billy and released him.

Billy slumped down, choking. Creecher stood over him, watching without a trace of emotion.

‘We are bound together, you and I,’ growled the giant. ‘Our destinies have become entwined for the present.’

Billy rubbed his throat and took special note of that ‘for the present’. What would this devil do to him when his use was over? Crack his neck and hurl him in the Thames, most like. Billy felt as though he were running along a high rooftop, each tile slipping at his footfall and ever on the verge of plunging to his doom.

The woman who had fainted moaned and began to get up from the cold cobbles. She blinked and peered at Creecher, who turned to her and growled. The woman whimpered and swooned once again.

‘I will meet you back at the attic,’ said Creecher.

With that, the giant walked away. Within moments, Billy was alone in the alleyway and, for the first time since those early days on the streets as a runaway, he began to sob.
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