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THE DARK REALM


The distances that stretched away on three sides of the great cavern lay in perpetual half-darkness, with absolute darkness above, the invisible ceiling of the cavern supported by limestone columns as big around as forest oaks. Now and then Beaumont could discern the pale tips of stalactites overhead, conical shadows standing out against the darkness. He could hear the sound of ambitious bats skittering about, which meant that night was falling in the surface world. The ruins of a stone wall built in a long-forgotten time were just visible to the southeast, according to the compass that Beaumont carried in his pocket.


The track he followed ascended to a secret passage on Hampstead Heath very near the Highgate Ponds. It was a four-hour journey, and he intended to complete it before the moon rose over London. He rarely had need of a torch to find his way topside, although he carried one of his own making beneath his oilskin cloak, which he wore against the wet of the upper reaches where the underground London Rivers, the Tyburn and the Westbourne and the Fleet, leaked through their brick-and-mortar floor and through the cracks and crevices in the limestone below, forming other nameless rivers in the world beneath.


Behind him stood the stone dwelling to which his father had added a stick-and-thatch roof many years ago, the thatch well preserved in the dry air in this part of the underworld. The structure itself, which his father had called simply “the hut”, was built of stone blocks and was ancient beyond measure. Minutes ago it had been cheerful with lamplight. Beaumont had a plentiful supply of lamp oil in the hut, as well as food – jerk meat and salt pork and dried peas, and there was sometimes a feral pig to shoot, although no way to keep the meat fresh. It had to be butchered and hauled topside. It was a mistake to leave a pig carcass close by and so invite unwanted guests out of the darkness. He had seen the leviathan itself not far from this very spot when he was a lad, an immense reptile four fathoms in length with teeth around its snout like the tines of a harrow. Today he had left his rifle in the hovel, wrapped in oilcloth, along with several torches. He had no safe place to stow it topside, and no reason to carry it topside in any event.


The ground stretching away roundabout him glowed with a pale green luminosity now, reminding Beaumont of the wings of the moths that swarmed around gas lamps late at night in London alleys – “toad light”, Beaumont’s father had called the glow when he had first allowed Beaumont to accompany him to the underworld. The “toads” were in fact mushrooms, some of enormous girth and as tall as a grown man – much taller than Beaumont, who was a dwarf – although these monsters grew only in the deep, nether regions. The older, dried-out toads burned well and were plentiful enough for warmth and cooking both.


Those toads that were living glowed with an inner light, brighter on the rare occasions that they were freshly fed with meat, dim and small if they subsisted on the wet muck of the cavern floor. Fields of smaller toads grew in the shallows of the subterranean ponds where Beaumont sometimes fished. These were the brightest of the lot, dining on blind cavefish that swarmed in the depths. When he was a child, his father had told him that the toads were nasty-minded pookies, fashioned by elves at midnight, but Beaumont didn’t hold with elves. He had never seen one, neither in the underworld nor topside, and he had no reason to believe what he hadn’t seen with his own eyes.


After an hour of steady travel he entered a bright patch of toads, where he could check his pocket watch, which he had pinched from an old gent in Borough Market. It was past eight o’clock in the morning on the surface. He was weary of the darkness and the silence, which he had endured for three days now. He saw nearby a pool of water glowing with toad light. A misty cascade fell into it from the darkness above, geysering up in the center and casting out a circle of small waves. Despite his weariness, Beaumont stepped across the muddy fringe of the pool to look within – to do some fishing, as he thought of it, although not for the swimming variety of fish.


He had always been a lucky fisherman, as had his father been, finding castaway treasures that had fallen from the underground rivers and sewers that lay in the floor of the world above. There had been gold and silver rings aplenty, some with jewels, and all manner of coins, including crown and half-crown pieces and enough gold guineas to fill a leather bag, which was buried in the hut under rocks for safe keeping.


He took out a torch and used the stick end to shift the stones, and saw straightaway a fused ball of coins the size of a large orange. He waded out into the water and picked it up, then quickly waded back out again and shook the water from his oiled boots. Crouching by the edge of the pool, he broke up the ball of coins against a rock, swirling mud and debris from them, and carefully collecting them again from the bottom. He counted them as he did so: one hundred and forty-two Spanish doubloons. That they had come to this place was uncommonly strange: birds of a feather, mayhaps, the way they were gathered together. But they were clearly meant for Beaumont to find and no one else, which he knew absolutely because he had found them.


He stowed them away and set out again, moving upward along a muddy game trail that had been trodden flat by feral pigs, some of them prodigiously large, judging from their hoof-prints. But these prints were old enough. They didn’t signify. And pigs were a noisy lot that stank; they wouldn’t take him unawares.


Just as he was telling himself this, he saw the impression of a boot-print, half trodden out by the passing of the pigs. He stood still, unsettled in his mind. Rarely had he seen such a thing before, not this far beneath, not unless it was a print of his own boot, which this was not. He tried to recall how long had it been since he had taken this particular way to the surface – two years, perhaps. He moved on slowly, peering at the ground until he found a print of the toe of the boot, almost too faint to make out in the dim light, for the nearest cluster of toads was now a good way ahead of him. He had to be certain, however, of the thing that he feared – he was surprised to feel his heart beating so – and so he removed his cape and drew a torch out of his bundle, lighting the beeswax-soaked rope with a lucifer match and shading his eyes from the brightness.


The shallow print was plain in the light of the torch – a hobnailed boot, the nails forming the five outer points of a pentagram and the five inner crossings. Beaumont quenched the torch in a shallow pool before moving on again as silently as he could, anxious now to make his way toward the surface, and not at all anxious to meet the man whose boot had left its mark in the mud – a man whom he had believed to be dead.


He rounded a bend in the path, but stopped at the sight of a man who reclined on an enormous clump of vibrantly luminescent toads, his flesh and hair and beard aglow with the moth-green hue. The stalks had affixed themselves to him, his right hand and forearm deeply imbedded in the pale sponge. A broad, fungal cap had crept down over his forehead, although his face was still clear of it, and would remain so, for the toads would allow him to breathe.


Beaumont had seen pigs kept alive thus, wounded pigs that had stumbled in among the toads and were imprisoned by them, sustained for years, perhaps forever. He could see the slow heaving of the man’s chest as he drew air into his lungs. His fob-chain was still secure in the pocket of the vest, stained green-black from fungal secretions, the fabric of the vest half rotted away where the chain was pinned to it by what looked to be a ruby stud, although the stone was more black than red in the strange light. A yard away from the imprisoned figure sat the telltale shoe, its hobnailed pentagram visible on the sole.


Was the man asleep? Or was this a mere semblance of sleep, a wakeful death? Perhaps it would be a kindness to shoot him, although he owed the man no kindness. It wasn’t in Beaumont to kill a man, however, even this man, who was already as good as dead. But certainly it made no sense to leave such a man in possession of a pocket watch and chain. He stepped as close as he needed to and hooked the stick-end of the torch beneath the fob-chain. With a careful circular motion he turned three loops of chain around the stick, lifting the watch out of its pocket.


“Father Time lives topside, your honor,” he said in a low voice. “He has no influence here below.” And with that he jerked the barrel upward and away, snatching the watch out of the vest pocket and tearing the chain stud away from the vest.


In that moment the eyes of the captive fluttered open, glowing green and unnaturally wide, a look of terror within them, but without, thank God, any hint of recognition.
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MR. TREADWELL AND MR. SNIPS


“Only the two maps, Mr. Lewis? And very tentative maps, I must say. They were apparently drawn by someone with only a modest knowledge of the underworld. This is a meager offering, sir, scarcely worth our time.”


Mr. Treadwell, the man who had spoken, wore a smile on his face – a smile that was habitual with him, as if he were in a constant state of subtle amusement. He was a large man with a trim white beard, dressed in brown tweed and with a comfortable look about him. He spoke in a light-hearted, easy tone, though his voice did not at all put Mr. Lewis at ease. Mr. Lewis, a small, pale man with the face of ferret and a tubercular cough, was rarely at ease, although never so ill at ease as he was just now. There was nothing artificial in Mr. Treadwell’s manner, and so Mr. Lewis was utterly incapable of reading him.


“As you can see,” Mr. Treadwell continued, “I brought one of my associates along today. You can call him Mr. Snips – or not, as you see fit. People have called him worse things, certainly.” Mr. Snips apparently saw nothing funny in the quip, for he stared in a bored way in the direction of Admiralty Arch. Mr. Snips’s hair was receding, and he wore a small toupee inexpertly glued on, something that was apparent now in the freshening wind. It might have been comical on anyone else.


They sat, the three of them, on metal chairs around a small table in front of Bates’s Coffee House in what had recently been the Spring Gardens, although it was now an area with islands of lawn and occasional small trees. The day was cool, autumn leaves skittering past on the pavement before lifting into the air and whirling away. Behind them stood the Metropolitan Board of Works building with its Palladian façade, people going in and coming out through the high entry door that had been eccentrically fixed into the front corner of the building. Mr. Lewis, who was employed by the Board of Works, looked from one to the other of the two men, his own countenance slowly taking on an appearance of desperation in the extended silence.


“Snips is a whimsical name, Mr. Lewis, don’t you agree?”


“No, sir. I mean to say… whimsical, sir?”


“You have no grudge against whimsy, I hope.”


“No, Mr. Treadwell, I do assure you.” He nodded at the alleged Mr. Snips, affecting a smile, and said, “I wish you a good morning, Mr. Snips.” The man turned his head slowly to look in Mr. Lewis’s direction, but his eyes held no expression at all and were apparently fixed on some distant object behind Mr. Lewis’s chair, as if Mr. Lewis were invisible.


“Mr. Snips, allow me to present Mr. Lewis of the Board of Works, adjutant to the Minister of Rivers and Sewers,” Mr. Treadwell said. “I very much hoped that Mr. Lewis would find the gumption to make a bold stroke on our behalf after taking our earnest money and then betraying us to our meddling friend James Harrow. It was Mr. Lewis who provided Harrow with the ancient bird recovered from the sink-hole by a common tosher, a wonderfully preserved bird alleged to be aglow with an interesting variety of luminous fungus moss. And now Harrow is anxious to lead an expedition into the unknown realm beneath our city, there to discover we know not what, to our great dismay. But we cannot allow that to come to pass, can we Mr. Snips?”


“No, Mr. Treadwell, we cannot. We will not.”


“Mr. Lewis has thought to do penance for his sin by providing us with the odd map, such as you see here, but his efforts are less than enthusiastic. I have it on good authority that Harrow was given a set of first-rate maps, nothing like these mere sketches. His were secret maps, apparently, unavailable to the public – the public being your humble servant.” He pursed his lips and shook his head, apparently far from satisfied. “What do you say to that, Mr. Snips?”


“What do I say to it, Mr. Treadwell?” He regarded Mr. Lewis sharply now, as if memorizing his features. “I don’t say a thing. I ask, rather: does this man have any family to speak of?”


“Oh my, yes,” Mr. Treadwell said. “Seven children and a loving wife. They dwell in lodgings off Lambeth Road that are surprisingly smart, well beyond Mr. Lewis’s station, one would think. The Board of Works, however, provides wonderful opportunities to better one’s station with very little effort, you see. In this case the betterment was offered up by Dr. Harrow and a wealthy friend of Harrow’s by the name of Gilbert Frobisher, who has been very much in the news recently. Gilbert Frobisher has a deep purse, Mr. Snips, and he has allowed our friend Mr. Lewis to dip into it with an open hand. Mr. Lewis, understandably, has taken a special interest in their desires and very little interest in ours.”


“Then I suggest that we have Mr. Lewis draw straws, here and now, to choose who gets his thumbs lopped off, oldest or youngest child.”


Mr. Treadwell looked appropriately shocked to hear this. He held his upturned palms out before Mr. Lewis in a gesture of helplessness. “I’m afraid that Mr. Snips is a desperate rogue, Mr. Lewis, when the fit is upon him. I’m deeply appalled by his bloodthirsty suggestion.”


“The two maps was all I could reproduce in the moment, Mr. Treadwell,” Mr. Lewis said in a strained voice. “It would take a mort of time to have the Board’s maps copied out fair, and a solid reason for asking it, too, them being secret. This makes four maps in all, sir, this past month, which amounts to very nearly the agreed upon number.”


“Very nearly the agreed upon number, do you say? That’s scarcely mathematical, sir. If your banker used such a phrase, you’d be in the right of it to take him to task. But none of us are bankers, thank heavens. Our hearts are not bound in triple brass like the men in the counting houses. Now sir, something has occurred to me that might satisfy Mr. Snips.” He patted his coat pocket, nodded brightly, and drew out a piece of paper. “I’ll tell you what it is, Mr. Lewis, as plainly as I can manage. Dr. Harrow’s expedition is to be limited to three men and three men only. You see their names written down here, and I’ll warrant that you recognize all three. Two of them are, of course, Gilbert Frobisher and James Harrow. The third is a Professor Langdon St. Ives, one of Mr. Frobisher’s particular friends. Those three and no others are to be allowed permission to set out on this expedition. It is my wish that you limit the size of the expedition at the very last moment. Do I make myself quite clear? The area exposed by the sink-hole will be closed to any but these three men.”


“But Mr. Frobisher has asked permission for a round dozen to accompany him and Dr. Harrow, sir, aside from Professor St. Ives – porters, learned coves from the university, a photographer from the Times, even Harrow’s sister. I cannot see how I can …”


“Oh, I can see it quite clearly, Mr. Lewis, and I can see the result if my wishes are ignored. A photographer from the Times, do you say? And carrying first-rate maps? Heaven help us. We cannot countenance such a thing, can we Mr. Snips?”


“No, sir. Not for an instant.”


“Here is the way of it, Mr. Lewis. Permission to any but these three must be denied in the eleventh hour, as you value your children’s thumbs. Mr. Snips is unfortunately handy with his pruning-shears, which he keeps carefully honed. Come now, Mr. Lewis! I beg you not to disfigure your features in that antic manner. Keep it in your mind that if you fail us, you fail your family. I’ll thank you to have the four remaining maps in our hands by Tuesday. If you cannot have them copied out in a thoroughgoing manner, then fetch us the original articles – those that you haven’t already passed on to Harrow. Feign ignorance when the time comes to explain to your superiors why they are missing. You are apparently practiced at the art of prevarication. You’ll keep us informed, of course, as regards the Harrow expedition.”


Mr. Treadwell nodded meaningfully in Mr. Snips’s direction now, and Mr. Lewis swiveled his head in a mechanical way to follow his gaze, his face a rictus of fear. Mr. Snips had opened his shirt at the neck in order to reveal a curious necklace – a strand of wire upon which were strung a round dozen withered thumbs.


* * *


A short time after sending Mr. Lewis back to work, Mr. Treadwell and Mr. Snips leaned against a wooden railing above the Thames and looked down into the void opened by the Great Sink-Hole, as the Times referred to it. From their vantage point they could see little of the cave that reportedly led away beneath Upper Thames Street, but they could easily make out the remnants of the fallen buildings and the rubble of broken pavement that lay mired thirty feet below.


An army of men was active along the river: shipwrights, carpenters, masons, and laborers taking hurried advantage of the waning tide, and, in the case of the laborers, of the Crown’s offer of ten shillings a day for ten hours work, many of the men working double shifts to gain the one-crown bonus. A bulwark of posts had been sunk into the Thames mud in a great half circle around the hole. The posts were fitted with strake upon strake of good English oak. The pitch tubs were smoking hot, the heaps of oakum ready for the caulking mallets. A portable crane on a barge belched steam and noise as it placed enormous boulders at the upriver end of the hole in order to convince the Thames to flow around it rather than sloshing into it when the tide rose again.


“Poor Mr. Lewis,” Mr. Treadwell said, although Treadwell was not in fact his name, nor was Snips the name of the man who accompanied him. “He doesn’t much like the look of a severed thumb.”


“Not many men do, I’ve found.”


“You’re in the right of it there. It’s a persuasive argument. What did Mr. Franklin say? ‘An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure,’ if I remember correctly. I find Mr. Franklin a sad bore with his maxims. What do you think of him?”


“I don’t know him, unless you mean Sidney Franklin, the prizefighter. I knew him when he was tap-boy at the Lamb and Kid near Newgate. He was a good lad, but had his eye gouged out and his back broke in his bout with Digby Rugger. That put an end to his capers in the ring. He died a beggar.”


“I suspect that we’re referring to different Franklins. But speaking of pugilists, I’m not entirely fond of your new mate, Mr. Bingham. He’s weak, deceptive, and deeply stupid. By ‘weak’ I refer to his mind, of course.”


“His fists have come in handy a time or two. I can keep him on the straight and narrow.”


“Can you now? I’ll hold you to that. When you go into Kent a week from now, watch him carefully. If he becomes a hazard to navigation, sink him. You’ll collect his portion of the profit if you do. The decision is yours to make, although I advise you to consider it thoroughly.”


“What if this Professor St. Ives won’t play cricket?”


“He will. Harrow’s expedition will draw him into London. St. Ives put paid to Narbondo’s capers with Lord Moorgate, which cost several of us a pretty penny, and he’s a neighbor of the Laswell woman, who, as you know, mustn’t be allowed to interfere with our goals, but at the same time St. Ives must not be harmed. I have use for him. I do not resent St. Ives for his efforts, mind you. He’s a do-gooder, widely known as an honorable man, which is his chief weakness. That being said, we had best not underestimate his considerable intellect and his penchant for what is commonly called heroics. No, sir. St. Ives can be a right dangerous opponent, although also being a humble man he does not characterize himself that way, which has led others into stupidities, Ignacio Narbondo among them. I repeat that he must not be harmed. As my agent you’ll avoid stupidities as you value your life.”
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A GOLDEN AFTERNOON


It was a rare autumn day in Aylesford, Kent, the year 1884, a cloudless blue sky in November after a long week of Indian summer, the warm breeze stirring the lace curtains through the open casement. Langdon St. Ives sat in his easy chair with his feet on a cushioned footstool, his copy of the Times open on his lap: more news of the vast sink-hole that had collapsed a section of the Victoria Embankment several weeks past, swallowing shops and houses near Blackfriars Bridge.


The collapse had occurred very near the site of the destroyed Cathedral of the Oxford Martyrs, a debacle that had almost cost St. Ives his life a little over a year ago, not to mention the lives of his wife Alice and his son Eddie. The Metropolitan Board of Works had managed to dam the river edge of the sink-hole, stopping the Thames from emptying into it at high tide, and planned to stuff it full of asphalt, sand, and gravel at the first opportunity.


St. Ives gazed out of the window into the far distance where a line of tall beech trees stood along the edge of Boxley Woods. Among the native trees stood copper beeches that must have been planted in a distant age, given their great size, and the air was clear enough today so that St. Ives could see the distinctly purple foliage, still hanging on. He contemplated the turning of the seasons, trying to prevent his mind from straying to the possibility that his own part in the destruction of the Cathedral had caused a subterranean shift that had ultimately resulted in the collapse of the Embankment. Perhaps the two events were simply coincidental, he thought. Surely they were. Despite his momentary uneasiness, however, the fair weather pleased him, and the mild breeze was like a tonic.


The dormant hops fields in the near distance made a stark contrast to the fields that had flourished with vivid green plants in midsummer. Small hillocks of soil covered the rhizomes and stubs of last year’s vines now, all very tidy and ready for cold weather. The dead vines had been burned, and the buds dried in the oast house and delivered to Mr. Laporte, the brewer in Wrotham Heath. Hasbro, St. Ives’s long-time friend and factotum, although by now more friend than anything else, had driven away in the wagon half an hour past to collect the several kegs of ale that St. Ives had negotiated in partial payment for the hops. Hasbro’s return would add a celebratory air to the already perfect afternoon.


A portion of the fields had been enriched experimentally with elephant dung, of which they had a fair quantity. Dr. Johnson, their resident Indian elephant, had been a birthday gift from his wife Alice a little over a year ago, and had proved to be an amiable creature, quickly becoming a member of the family and setting up a strong bond with Hodge the cat, with whom it often took a ramble. Finn Conrad, the fifteen-year-old boy who lived in a cottage on the property, was at the moment teaching the elephant to turn a capstan that opened a broad panel in the roof of the barn. Now and then cries of “Ho, Johnson!” and “Heave away, sir!” drifted in through the windows, along with the ratcheting sound of the mechanism that opened and closed the panel.


The dirigible that St. Ives had at one time intended to levitate through the open barn roof had been destroyed beyond repair when he had deliberately sailed the craft through the glass lid of the doomed Cathedral of the Oxford Martyrs, of which nothing now remained – neither of the Cathedral nor the dirigible. That had occurred a year ago last spring, shortly before the coming of the elephant, and the expense of another dirigible was too great to be considered. St. Ives had purchased a hot air balloon in its stead, soon to be delivered, which would make both the elephant and the moveable barn roof eminently sensible.


“I believe I’ve got it,” Alice said, looking up from her work. She was dressed in duck trousers and a blouse of the same linen, the cloth having been washed with stones until it was soft and pliable. She was tall – very nearly six feet in her stockings – with long black hair, haphazardly arranged. She showed him a tied fly, which she held by the hook, the fly glowing in sunlight through the window. “It’s a spring dun fly. What do you think of it?”


“It’s a glorious thing. If I were a fish I’d swallow it right down, regardless of the season.” Alice looked remarkably attractive in the linen garments, which she wore only around the house – her lounging garb, she called it. His lounging garb was an orchid-embroidered Bohemian morning coat, purple velvet, very exotic, but far past the fashion and worn to a perilous extent, the once-plush nap long ago scoured off at the elbows. “What is the wing feather?” he asked.


She regarded the fly with a happy look on her face. “It’s from a starling, darling – young, before the feather darkens. There’s blue, yellow, and brown in it – you can see the colors if you look closely – and primrose-colored silk wound around the body of the fly, with a strand of yellow over the shaft of the hook. I’m afraid it’s too gay by half, but I’m fond of it as an ornament.”


Alice was particularly cheerful today, and the joy she took in tying the flies brought out her natural beauty, despite the magnifying goggles that she wore for close work, which made her eyes appear to be uncommonly large. She was rarely unhappy, thank goodness, for she had a formidable temper when she was offended, especially on someone else’s behalf, St. Ives’s included. She had, in fact, bashed a man in the back of the head with a three-inch-thick oak plank some four years past when she saw that St. Ives was threatened. He rather liked the idea of being married to a woman who could beat him to pieces if she chose to, which she would not, the two of them still being very much in love. He had never been attracted to the hothouse lily sort of woman recommended by Charles Dickens (nor had Mr. Dickens been, apparently).


“Is that your Uncle Walton’s notion of a trout fly, then?” St. Ives asked. Izaak Walton, famous among fishermen, was Alice’s two-centuries-removed uncle. Her Aunt Agatha Walton had been a keen fisherwoman and amateur naturalist. Alice had inherited her passion for fishing from Aunt Agatha, along with her aunt’s house and property when the old woman had died two years ago. The fish inhabiting the River Medway, not two hundred yards from their front door, had no doubt celebrated when they heard that Aunt Agatha, their old enemy, had passed away. Now they dwelt in fear of Alice.


“No, it’s not Uncle Walton’s,” she said turning back to her desk and picking up a book that had been propped open with a glass paperweight. Practical Fly Fishing the book was titled. “I ordered it from Murphy’s catalogue, along with this batch of feathers, hooks, silk, and wire. It’s alleged to be irresistible to a trout.”


“The book, do you mean? It must make tolerably soggy reading, although perhaps it’s all one to a fish.”


She removed the goggles and gave him a look of feigned exasperation, but she couldn’t maintain it, and her smile returned to her face.


“You’re… irresistible yourself today,” St. Ives said to her. “We might repair to the bedroom for a nap, if we find ourselves… sleepy.” Their children, Eddie and Cleo, had been taken to Scarborough to stay for a week with Alice’s grandmother, old Mrs. Tippetts. Mrs. Langley, who was the St. Ives’s housekeeper, cook, and nanny, had gone along with them, being great good friends with Grandmother Tippetts. The house was quiet, in other words, and the empty afternoon stretched before them.


“A nap?” Alice asked. “Are you making love to me? You must be, because you’ve lapsed into euphemism. Make your meaning plain, for goodness’ sake. In what sense am I irresistible? I’m wearing linen trousers, after all, that are stained with paint and glue, and my hair appears to have been pinned up by a madwoman. Is it my wit alone that attracts you?”


“Only obscurely,” St. Ives said. “It’s the magnifying goggles that make my heart race. You have the eyes of a frog when you wear them. You know that I’m partial to frogs.”


“I do know that, although I make an effort not to let it worry me, nor am I persuaded by flattery. Is it too early in the day for a glass of cold shrub? We’ll take it upstairs, perhaps, in order to add to the general dissipation, if I’ve puzzled out your intentions correctly.”


“Yes. I mean to say that you’ve puzzled them out. And it’s not at all too early for anything having to do with dissipation. I’ll mix a pitcher at once.” He stood up and walked toward the kitchen, hearing in that moment someone coming up the porch steps, and through the front window he saw that it was the postman, who, when he opened the door, gave him two letters and a copy of Cornhill Magazine. He set aside the magazine for Finn Conrad. One of the letters – from Scarborough – was addressed to Alice, and turned out to announce that everyone had arrived safely and that the seaside weather was satisfactory. The other was from their absurdly wealthy friend Gilbert Frobisher, a retired steel magnate and captain of industry who had recently endowed the avian wing of the British Museum’s Natural History building: the Bird Wing, as Gilbert referred to it at every opportunity, always happy to laugh at his own witticism. Gilbert was good company, generous to a fault, and his happy laughter often set others to laughing, which made him value his own humor all the more highly.


St. Ives sat down on the footstool and slit the envelope open with his penknife. “A missive from Gilbert Frobisher,” he told Alice.


“The answer is no,” Alice said. “You know I’m tremendously fond of Gilbert, but if he intends to lure you away from me again, I’ll take a very dim view of it. I’m already taking a dim view of it, and I have no idea of the contents of the letter. Surely he doesn’t have another excursion planned. The man is mad with doing things, and he seems to have no alternative but to involve his friends. That’s the consequence of retiring from more useful work.”


“Not at all. He’s just himself returned from his second voyage to the Caribbean,” St. Ives said to her, “and he’s written to say that someone has found a fully preserved great auk in the cavern left by the sink-hole along the Thames.”


“That’s worth the three-penny stamp, surely.”


“You’re correct in that regard. The great auk has been extinct for forty years, last seen in Iceland, I believe. Bones and feathers wouldn’t have excited anyone beyond a murmur, although it’s moderately strange that it was living a subterranean existence. A preserved bird is something else indeed, Alice.” St. Ives read further, and then said, “There’s some fungal quality to the whole thing that mystifies Gilbert and his friend Dr. James Harrow from the museum. Harrow is quite a learned man, an ornithologist, you know, and a brilliant paleontologist. I run into him now and then at the Bayswater Club. Gilbert wonders whether I might come into the city to take a look at Harrow’s auk, given that I published that monograph on Paleolithic avifauna and have a passion for mushrooms and their ilk. He’s got permission from the Board of Works to explore the sink-hole cavern along with Harrow. There’s little time to lose, because the Board of Works is anxious to begin the job of filling the hole and restoring the Embankment, which is currently in perilous condition.”


“Of course you must join them, Langdon, but surely not today, not on a day that we’ve marked as our own?”


“Not at all. We’ll make our foray on Tuesday, and so we must be in London on Monday. You’re to come along, he says, if you’re amenable. Gilbert has already talked to William Billson at the Half Toad, and has booked our usual room for a week.”


“If Gilbert is anxious that we come into London then so am I, and it’s a perfect time for a holiday, what with the children being away. At the moment, however, there are shortbread biscuits in the crock by the sink that might go well with that pitcher of shrub.”


But they were once again interrupted by a clatter from the front of the house. St. Ives looked out to see a rising dust cloud thrown up by the wheels of a chaise driven by a heavy woman in a flamboyant scarlet garment and with a shocking lot of red hair. It was their neighbor, Harriet Laswell – more commonly known as Mother Laswell – from Hereafter Farm, a quarter of a mile away to the west. She had a deep understanding of the paranormal and occasionally held séances for the citizens of Aylesford if they had a pressing desire to chat with someone from beyond the pale.


St. Ives rejected the idea of trying to hide. Alice frowned on that sort of thing, and it was too late anyway: Mother Laswell, climbing the veranda stairs, had apparently spotted him through the window. He swung the door open and invited her in, seeing in her face that she was troubled. The afternoon at once became sensibly less empty, and when he felt the breeze through the open door it struck him that something had come into the day that struck a false note – a chill beneath the superficial balminess. He saw that clouds were moving in from the north like an invading army, promising a change in the weather.
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ELYSIUM ASYLUM


The madhouse and surgical hospital called Elysium Asylum, owned and operated by Dr. Benson Peavy, lay on Wimpole Street near the corner of New Cavendish Street. It was a large house built of gray stone on a deep property half hidden by ancient trees and greenery, and with an expansive lawn on which the more sober-minded lunatics could be seen playing croquet on warm afternoons. A high, spiked, wrought iron fence surrounded the property, its gates kept locked at all hours. The gatehouse was occupied from early morning until nine o’clock at night, and no one entered the grounds without passing the gatekeeper, who used a speaking tube to summon one of the staff to attend to the occasional visitor.


Many of the occupants were thoroughly deranged, dwelling in so-called “quiet rooms,” with double glass in the windows and the walls filled with oakum to dampen noise. Even so, passersby could hear occasional shrieks and incoherent snatches of feral human speech from within the depths of the asylum. The keeping of mad patients in private hospitals was a lucrative business, particularly if a patient’s family was interested in the inflicted person’s welfare and comfort, and so the hospital also contained a number of “day rooms,” which were nicely outfitted – bright rooms with paintings on the walls and sunlight through windows, barred only for the safety of the patients. Visitors came to the asylum now and then to commune with a loved one or in order to see whether a family member, not quite right in the head, might be housed in the aptly named hospital. At those times, selected lunatics, usually drugged with laudanum, could be shifted into the very pleasant day rooms for observation.


Dr. Peavy’s operating theater stood in the depths of the house, hidden and locked away in a vast cellar. In it, the unwanted and unidentified were trepanned, flayed, dismembered (sometimes while fully conscious) and otherwise experimented on in the name of science. It was visited upon invitation by the sort of men, and occasionally women, who were willing to pay a considerable sum either to be enlightened or entertained.


Today there was but one man in the audience, a man whom some knew as Treadwell and others as Klingheimer, and who in fact had possessed a number of names over the decades. He had been watching and listening with a keen avidity these past two hours. He had no idea of being entertained by what he saw: he was largely indifferent to the process, but he had a deep interest in the outcome. At present there was a lengthening silence in the operating theater, which was worrisome to him.


Inside the surgery a man sat bound with leather restraints into a heavy chair that was fastened to the tiles beneath it. A disk of skull some four inches in diameter lay on the table beside him, along with the bloody trephine that had sawn out the disk. From the brain visible within the patient’s opened head, gold wires coiled away, affixed with tiny thumb screws to similar wires protruding from the head of a well-conducted asylum resident named Willis Pule, who sat in a separate chair alongside.


Pule suffered no restraints, and his head was un-trepanned. There were small holes drilled into his skull, however, through which wires had been inserted into his brain many months previously. The tiny wounds had healed, and the wires, now permanent, were usually invisible in his hair, when he wasn’t wandering through the mind of another human being, some of those minds being frighteningly chaotic and obscure. Pule’s insanity was transient, and at present he was very nearly rational, and had been free to wander the asylum without restraint for the past months, earning his keep as a subject in benign experiments. Today Pule was a mind reader, uttering aloud the thoughts that traveled along the golden wires issuing from the exposed brain of the man next to him.


Mr. Klingheimer watched Dr. Peavy’s face through a pair of purple-tinted goggles, which revealed a layered aura of colored light roundabout his head. Klingheimer “read” the glow and shimmer and hue of the aura. Anger had just come into the aura in a red wash, which quite likely meant that the patient’s mind had gone silent or else that he was dead. Peavy himself was insane, it seemed to Klingheimer, for his fond regard for the pain and misery of others had no rational ends. As a child he had no doubt tortured small animals, and in that way he was still a child. His particular insanity shone as an ochre band of light around his forehead, a sickly color like an unhealed wound. To Mr. Klingheimer’s mind, Peavy wore the face of a man who would one day be murdered or hanged.


The doctor was no doubt a savant, however – a keen student of the electronic stimulation of the brain. He had endeavored for years to transfer thought from the mind of one being into the mind of another, lately with great success. He had carefully mapped and measured various parts of the cortex, plumbing depths, seeking out regions of memory and speech, and what he believed to be the seat of psychic experience. His electronic equipment, contained within a wheeled box built of wood, leather, and brass, and covered with glowing dials and switches, generated carefully measured electrical currents, as well as registering cortical impulses. The Elysium Asylum, along with Mr. Klingheimer’s wealth, allowed Peavy a measure of medical freedom impossible elsewhere. He wisely distributed his income among foreign banks and kept cash money, passports, and other documents ready to hand in the event that he was forced to flee on short notice.


Peavy’s utter lack of scruples made him quite valuable to Mr. Klingheimer, as did Peavy’s love of money – a simple, predictable motivation. Klingheimer himself was largely indifferent to money, however, perhaps because he already possessed it in vast quantities. He sometimes wondered whether that indifference would disappear if he were suddenly made a pauper. He believed that it would not, for he was entirely satisfied with the perspicacity of his own mind. Mr. Klingheimer had no “feelings” to use the popular term – no sympathies as such, except for a mild admiration of genius in others and a fervent wish to possess what lay within their minds in order to expand his own. His intention was quite simply to appropriate others’ genius, to pirate it away with the help of Benson Peavy and his machinery.


A spray of sparks erupted from the electronic machinery, and there was the smell of burnt dura mater on the air, which reminded Mr. Klingheimer that he hadn’t eaten breakfast this morning. The aura roundabout the patient strapped into the chair faded and winked out. Mr. Klingheimer removed the goggles, put them away securely in the pocket of his coat, and asked, “Has our patient succumbed, Dr. Peavy?”


“Perhaps. Tell us what Mr. Simmons is contemplating, Pule.”


“He’s gone silent,” Pule said.


“He’s dead then?” Klingheimer asked.


“It’s meaningless if he is,” Peavy told him, “but, yes, stony dead, I should think. The experiment was immensely revealing, and the man is inarguably happier in his present state.”


“Given that one day I’ll be in a similar position, I don’t share your definition of ‘happier.’”


“You’ll be sitting in the other chair, Mr. Klingheimer. Nothing at all similar about the position.” Peavy unhooked the dead man’s neck restraint, and the body slumped forward, revealing that the neck and back were awash with blood. “It was merely the trepanning that did it,” Peavy said. “The man bled to death. I severed a small artery, which I attempted to clamp off. It leaked rather copiously, however. His family is traveling in the south of France. By the time they’ve returned he’ll be disposed of.”


“What about you, Mr. Pule?” Klingheimer asked. “How are you feeling? Did the man’s death unnerve you in any sense? Did you feel the death?”


“No. He went missing. One moment he was thinking of his child, who drowned, and the next the curtain fell and his mind went dark.” Pule’s face, pock-marked and gaunt, glowed a strange shade of green, the result of a diet of luminous fungi.


“How strict is Mr. Pule’s diet, Dr. Peavy?”


“He eats fungus for dinner and supper. Stewed, raw, juiced, boiled, and roasted. His blood appears to be about a quarter fungal soup, if you grasp my meaning. He’s never been fitter – apparently growing younger by the day, if I’m not mistaken.”


“I’m relieved to hear it. That at least is going well. Have we another willing subject for the trephine, then?”


“In fact we do,” Peavy said. “But we’ll need more subjects soon. Few of the patients are expendable without arousing suspicion.”


“We shall find more subjects for you, then. Suspicion is the great bug-bear to men like us, indeed it is. The streets are alive with superfluous humanity, however, easily plucked from the pavement and beneath the notice of their fellow men, alas.”


Mr. Klingheimer rose from his seat now. He was tall, some three inches above six feet, and he appeared at a hasty glance to be sixty or perhaps even seventy years old. His carriage was that of a much younger man, however, and he possessed obvious strength and vigor. His own skin had a green pallor to it, although it was not as pronounced as that of Willis Pule. His smile was very nearly perpetual – an evident mask to his acquaintances (for he had no friends).


“I wonder if you’d fancy a holiday, Dr. Peavy – a little jaunt into Kent, at most overnight, but more likely a single long day. I require your considerable skills. I believe you’d find it good sport, and profitable, too. I can guarantee you a head or two, immensely interesting heads, at no risk whatsoever.”
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THE PAWNBROKER’S



The yellow glow of the gas lamps hissing along Peach Alley was obscured by fog, the narrow alley angling down toward the river from Lower Thames Street, very near Billingsgate Market and to the west of the Custom House. The alley resided in nearly perpetual shadow, light falling directly upon it for an hour before and after noon or on cloudless nights when the moon hovered for a brief period right above the looming buildings. Even in high summer there wasn’t enough sun to dry up the damp filth that stood in runnels between the cobbles. The air was heavy with the constant reek of fish from the market and, at low tide, of river muck from the Thames, which flowed some sixty feet beyond the dead end of the alley. The tops of ghostly masts moving along the river were just visible beyond the roof of the Goat and Cabbage Public House.


Beaumont the Dwarf stood outside a pawnbroker’s shop near the mouth of the alley. He carried four pocket watches in his leather purse, three of which he had liberated from their owners, most recently from Dr. Ignacio Narbondo, who was unlikely to miss it, now that he dwelt among the toads. The chain that had come with the watch was silver, the ruby genuine. Beaumont had hidden the ruby and chain away, part of the treasure that he was hoarding against old age, when he was past work and his fingers were no longer nimble. The fourth watch was no longer a watch, because he had turned it into a simple automata. Its bulbous case was very like the round carapace of an insect. He had painted it with many coats of black lacquer and then laid on fiery red daubs, the exact shape and color of a four-spot lady beetle, although many times the size. Its jointed, wire legs made little swimming motions when it was wound by means of twisting the head, and it could walk an erratic line across the floor, its head turning from side to side until it wound itself down. He had no idea of trying to sell the object, which he had built merely to pass the time, and because the watch inside the case wasn’t worth repairing.


Beaumont wore an old beaver hat that he had purchased from a hatter in a Piccadilly shop some ten years ago, when he was gainfully employed as a watchmaker. He had remarkably nimble fingers and a sharp eye, but he had come down in the world since those days, his last situation being employment as a coach driver for Dr. Narbondo, which he had liked well enough, being partial to horses. The beaver hat added a foot to his height, making him something over four feet tall. A complementary beard of the same length and shape mirrored the hat in a startling, topsy-turvy way, so that his wrinkled face seemed to peer out from the center of a hairy, elongated egg. At the moment he was down on his luck, having lost his position as coachman a year ago and not having found steady employment since. Now he was compelled to earn a hard living by the quickness of his hand, and he dwelt in squalid lodgings in Limehouse, which was better than sleeping on a filthy porch in a damp and stinking alley such as this.


The pawnbroker had been recommended to him as being “discreet.” The shop was unlicensed, given the absence of the usual golden balls on the sign, which meant that there would be no questions put to him when he displayed the watches, all three of which were of fairly high quality. Treasures of the meanest sort lay beyond the shop window: chipped china cups, foreign coins, dusty glassware, a hodgepodge of bric-a-brac, and a basket of severed porcelain dolls’ heads – awful things with staring eyes.


Shoes lay heaped in bins inside the shop, and an array of petticoats, gowns, shawls, and old coats hung from wooden rods affixed to the ceiling. The store was apparently empty of customers, and the shopkeeper was attentive to his work. Beaumont’s eyes returned to the clutter of items in the window, where there lay a nine-key, four-part German flute with ivory and silver filigree, the fine-grained wood polished to a luster by handling. He stared longingly at it, having pawned his own flute, not as nice as this one, some months back. German flutes were neither rare nor expensive, even to a person of modest means, but he couldn’t afford the flute no matter what he was offered for the watches, which represented several days’ careful labor. He had been hungry and cold so often these past months that he had become like the ant in the fable: for every shilling he spent, he put two away for tomorrow, even if it meant that on two-shilling days he went hungry. Still and all, he had eaten his fill of bread and cheese just now in Rodway’s Coffee House, meat being too dear, and so hunger was a remote worry.


He heard the rattle and squeak of loose wheels now, and looking up toward Lower Thames Street, he saw a costermonger wheeling a hot potato cart in his direction, compelling him to step up onto the shop’s stoop among a litter of ironmongery in order to let the cart pass. “Watch your poke in that there shop,” the boy said to him without looking up. Beaumont was tempted to stop him, to buy a potato that he didn’t want, but he stepped noiselessly into the shop instead, seeing that the shopkeeper’s back was turned. He leaned in toward the broad window-sill, his hand darted out, and he grasped the flute lightly, flipping it round and thrusting it up the sleeve of his coat, and then letting it slide back down into a pocket sewn on the inside of the sleeve for just such a purpose. The flute lay there snug and safe by the time the shopkeeper, a surly-looking dark man in a leathern apron, with the face of a dried French prune turned and looked at him with evident disapproval.


“I’ve got these time pieces, Squire,” Beaumont said to him, and he drew the watches out of his purse, lining them up in a neat row on the counter. Lying beneath the dirty glass was an array of costume jewelry, virtually all of it pinchbeck rubbish, and a half-dozen decorated snuff boxes. No doubt the proprietor kept the real wares somewhere else, another shop, perhaps.


The man grunted by way of reply when he saw the watches. He picked up the best of the three and snapped it open, looking at the interior of the cover, which was unfortunately engraved with its owner’s initials. Shaking his head doubtfully, he examined the other two. “How does a villain of your size come by three silver pocket watches?” he asked. “Half a watch would do the likes of you, I should think.”


“My old grandfather died yesterday,” Beaumont told him. “That’s how I came by them. They were his.”


“What was his name, then? Old Scratch, I don’t doubt.”


“Bartholomew Compton, your honor, of Dove Court in the Seven Dials. He was uncommon fond of knowing the time of day, and used the one watch to check the accuracy of the other two.”


“And yet the one watch is engraved with another man’s initials – an ef and a zed. That’s mighty curious – suspicious some might say.”


“Not at all, sir. He couldn’t read nor write. It’s the great pity of the world, for he would have been a great man, else.”


The shop door opened just then and a squalid, thin woman who was losing her hair in patches came in wearing a worn cotton gown raveled at the neck and sleeves. A tiny, fair-haired girl trailed at her heels, her eyes on the floor. Both of them had seen hard times. The woman held a lidless iron pot containing a striped bonnet forty years old if it was a day. The stripes might have been red once, but now were the color of dried blood, and yet were scarcely distinguishable against the dirty white of the rest of the bonnet, which had evidently been trodden flat and then batted back into shape and fixed with glue and water. She pushed past Beaumont and endeavored to set the heavy pot on the counter.


“Put it on the floor, Mrs. Billings,” the shopkeeper told her, “and wait your turn. And I don’t want the bonnet today, ma’am, any more than I wanted it last week or the week before. There’s not a living soul in London would want the bonnet, nor a corpse neither, which is apparently who’s been wearing it.”


Looking at Beaumont, he said, “Four crowns for the three of ’em. The engraving’s spoilt the best of the three, without Mr. Filby Zounds comes in to claim it. You won’t get more elsewhere, but you might get taken up for theft, and you knew that very thing when you walked into my shop. Take the money or leave it, Dwarf. It’s all one to me.” He set four coins on the counter, and without waiting for an answer he swept the watches into a box, which he placed in a drawer, turning to stare silently at Beaumont, who looked at the coins for a moment before picking them up. He had been swindled, but that was the way of things. And the swindle meant that he was quits for the flute, which meant that his conscience was clear.


He pocketed the coins, hearing a wet sort of noise behind him. Mrs. Billings was weeping, her narrow hand pressed to her forehead to hide her eyes. Beaumont said, “Don’t weep, my lady. I’ll buy the bonnet if you’ll part with it.” She looked up, suspicion in her eyes until she saw the silver coin in his hand. She plucked it from his palm before he changed his mind, holding it in her fist and wiping her eyes with her knuckles.


“Thank you for your great kindness, sir,” she said, handing him the bonnet. “You’re a small man with a large heart, not like some I could name, whose hearts are shriveled like an apple john left in the barrel.” She gave the pawnbroker a hard look, and he either laughed or snorted, it was difficult to say.


Beaumont was indifferent to the man now, although he had a high regard for Mrs. Billings, who had said a kind thing to him, which was rare. Cuffs and insults were more usual, as they no doubt were for her and her daughter. He touched his fingers to his forehead by way of a salute and held out the lady beetle automata to the small girl, twisting the head twice, meaning to give it to her. It walked straight off his palm, landing on its back on the floorboards, its legs gyrating, a grinding noise coming from within it. The girl shrieked and clung to her mother, who slapped her on the side of the head. Beaumont picked up the bug and hurried out into the foggy afternoon, berating himself for frightening the girl. Certainly he hadn’t meant to. He felt the German flute tapping against his forearm, and that went some distance toward easing his mind. He was glad that he had pinched it.


There sounded the rattle and creak of the costermonger’s cart again, and that very item once again materialized out of the fog, bearing down on him from the opposite direction. “Hot potatoes!” the boy shouted. “Hot roasters!” The afternoon had grown even colder, and Beaumont drew three pennies out of his pocket and handed them to the boy, who gave him a potato wrapped in a triangle of damp newsprint.


“No rot in this one, sir, and twice the size of the others. Prime King Edwards. Nothing but the best. And I’m to give you this,” he said, taking a printed sheet of foolscap out of his pocket and handing it to him – a handbill of some sort, of which the boy apparently had a quantity. Beaumont put the potato into the pocket of his coat and then looked at the handbill to see what it advertised – General Clinky’s Raree Show, perhaps, the bearer of the handbill to receive a tuppeny discount at the ticket window.


But it wasn’t any such thing. This was more interesting by far. The legend across the top read, “Have you seen this man?” and below that there was a middling good sketch of the upper body of a demonic-looking gent who was evidently a hunchback, with short, straight hair and canny eyes. Beaumont stared at it in growing disbelief. “I do,” he whispered in answer to the query. And then, without reading the rest of it, he tucked it away in his coat.


The boy was off again, shouting “Red hot potatoes!”, very shortly leaving the alley and disappearing into the fog-shrouded traffic of Lower Thames Street. Mrs. Billings and her daughter came out through the door of the shop and hurried away, leaving the door standing open. The proprietor stood just inside, watching Beaumont with evident distaste.


Beaumont realized that the bonnet was still tucked under his arm, and so he pitched it through the open door and said cheerfully, “Bugger off, old cock.” He thumbed his nose at the man, removed the potato from his pocket, unwrapped it and bit off the top, wishing that he had a shaker of salt.


He walked along the alley to the Goat and Cabbage, pushing through the door and buying a pint of plain before sitting down in the corner to finish his potato in peace. He thought about how the boy had warned him to watch his poke, although he had no call to do so. He was a good boy, not a blackguard like some, but civil, and he had given Beaumont a vastly interesting piece of paper. There was something right with things today – not luck, maybe, for to call it luck might kill it – but the world spinning plumb and true for the moment, and out of the spinning had come opportunity. Who knew what it would bring to a man who didn’t ask for more than he deserved?


The Goat was nearly full, several of the patrons weeping drunk and one man was sitting on the floor, his back against the wall, his eyes closed and his mouth open and wheezing. Most were dressed in greasy coats and caps that stank of fish. There was the smell of gin and spilled beer and fried oysters and a general human fug. One of the hot potato boy’s handbills lay on the adjacent table, three glasses sitting atop it, the three men surrounding it hunched over and talking to each other in low voices. They were useless, mean, hateful men with low habits. Beaumont could smell it on them – the stink of poisonous thoughts, nothing to recommend them but their ugly faces.


One of the three stared back at him, a heavy man with a red beard, and Beaumont averted his eyes so as not to further summon the man’s attention – attention generally coming to no good when one is a dwarf. He heard one of them say, “…a goddamn leprechaun, or I’m a codfish.” Another of them said, “I say we stuff him into a bag and make him give up his gold. Either that or throw him in the river, the little frog.”


Beaumont swallowed the last of his potato and drank off half his beer. Perhaps he was mistaken about the quality of the afternoon. He raised his right hand and patted the top of his beaver hat, feeling the flute slide out of its pocket and up his sleeve, and when he dropped his arm along the chair leg, the flute slipped neatly into his fingers. He left it there, easy to hand.


“He’s deaf, the sodding little pip,” one of them said in a voice meant to carry. “What do you keep in that there hat? Thumbelina, no doubt.”


Ignoring the laughter that followed this witticism, Beaumont unfolded his own handbill in order to study it. The artist had got the eyes just right, as well as the slope of the shoulders and the cape tied at the throat. Beaumont indeed knew the man – Dr. Ignacio Narbondo, for whom he had been employed for a number of months prior to Narbondo falling headfirst into the bottomless pit that had opened in the marble floor of the Cathedral of the Oxford Martyrs. There was a twenty-pound reward for knowledge of his whereabouts, the bill said. Beaumont possessed that knowledge. The address at the bottom of the handbill read, “12 Lazarus Walk,” near the Temple – a posh address, if his memory served.


A shadow fell across the table, and Beaumont looked up to see the red-bearded man standing over him, tottering drunk, although dangerous enough. He had a nasty leer on his face, and he put out his hand and slowly pushed Beaumont’s beaver hat off his head, and then took Beaumont’s nose between his knuckles, pinched it, and gave it a vicious twist, causing great mirth among his friends.


The moment he released it, Beaumont tucked the handbill into his coat, flipped the flute around in his hand, gripped it tightly, and drove it into the man’s throat. He turned away at the same moment, snatching up his hat and running toward the door, hearing the gagging sounds behind him, but not looking back until he was halfway down the alley, pounding along toward the street, where he could easily lose the three of them if they chose to follow. The fog was so thick now that he couldn’t say for sure whether they had followed, but it would hide him more easily than it would hide the three of them, and he turned down Lower Thames Street toward London Bridge and the address of the house where he might collect his reward, if he knew enough to satisfy them. He listened for the sounds of pursuing footsteps, of which there were none.
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MOTHER LASWELL’S REQUEST


“This shrub goes down gratefully,” Mother Laswell said when they were situated around the kitchen table over a plate of shortbread biscuits, and bowls of jam, clotted cream, and lemon curd. So far she hadn’t revealed the reason for her visit, but had kept up a stream of small conversation – avoidance, it seemed to St. Ives. “The shrub syrup is made from cherries and oranges, if I’m not mistaken – a very fanciful syrup,” she said.


“Blood oranges,” Alice said. “Hasbro brought them back from London a week ago. It’s perhaps even better with brandy at Christmastime, but rum seemed to be more seaworthy on a warm afternoon.”


“I’m in complete agreement,” Mother Laswell said, affecting a smile that quickly faded. She spooned up jam and then cream, decorating her shortbread with it before taking a bite and chewing it attentively. “These biscuits are perhaps Mrs. Langley’s work?”


“Yes, indeed. Mrs. Langley is a prodigy with biscuits,” Alice said. “The shrub syrup is hers also. It was her grandmother’s concoction originally. I wish I had half her powers in the kitchen.”


“And she no doubt wishes she had half your beauty. I know I do, although there was a time when I could look into a mirror without flinching.”


“You’ve no reason to flinch when you look in the mirror,” Alice told her. “Your face has more character than any five women together. If I were a painter, I’d make a study of it.”


“I wish that were true,” Mother Laswell said. “I’m an old, foolish woman, is what I am, who has made a mort of mistakes in the past that keep coming round like a bad penny.” She set her half-eaten biscuit on her plate and sat back in her chair, fingering the large glass beads in her necklace – various images of the human eye, some of them eerily authentic. They waited for her to go on, but her attention had strayed to a painting on the wall – two orangutangs standing in the branches of an enormous, vine-draped jungle tree, watching an alligator walking along the beaten path below. “What a wonderfully whimsical picture,” she said after a moment. “The apes are very like angels, watching the world from the heights, with no reason to fear the leviathan. We earthbound mortals, however…”


She looked out the window and thought for a moment. “I value your friendship – the both of you,” she said. “It seems unnatural to bring one’s troubles into the home of people one esteems.”


“On the contrary,” Alice said to her, laying her hand on Mother Laswell’s arm, “it would be unnatural not to. We haven’t forgotten that you rescued Eddie and returned him to us when he was in trouble, and we won’t forget it, either.”


“Alice is correct,” St. Ives said. “We’re heavily in your debt, although that puts it coarsely. Please speak your mind.”


“I will,” she said, “God between us and all harm. I very much fear that something dreadful has come to pass, and I’m here to ask a favor of the two of you.”


“We’re at your service,” St. Ives said to her.


“Then you might go along with me in the wagon, a half hour up the road. I’m mortally afraid that there’s something amiss with a friend of mine, and I’m compelled to call upon her. Bill isn’t back from Maidstone yet, where he’s keen to see a man about sheep, and the boy Simonides is too young. I don’t want to go alone, Professor.”


“Then you’ve come to the right shop. Where to, ma’am?”


“There’s a cottage in Boxley Woods, where my friend Sarah Wright dwells. I have a clear foreboding that all is not well with her. She is known to be a witch, you see, and has suffered for it, as is the lot in life of those who can see what most people cannot.”
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