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            ... yet thought must see




            That eve of time when man no longer yearns,




            Grown deaf before Life’s Sphinx, whose lips are barred;




            When from the spaces of Eternity,




            Silence, a rigorous Medusa, turns




            On the lost world the stress of her regard




            

              Clark Ashton Smith,


              Sphinx and Medusa


            


          


        


      

    


  




  







  PROLOGUE




  1816




  

    

      —Bring with you also ... a new Sword cane ...




          (my last tumbled into this lake—)




      

        

          —Lord Byron,




              to John Cam Hobhouse, 23 June 1816


        


      


    


  




  UNTIL THE SQUALL struck, Lake Leman was so still that the two men talking in the bow of the open sailboat could safely set their wine glasses on the

  thwarts.




  The boat’s wake stood like a ripple in glass on either side; it stretched to port far out across the lake, and on the starboard side slowly swept along the shore, and seemed in the late

  afternoon glare to extend right up the green foothills to move like a mirage across the craggy, snow-fretted face of the Dent d’Oche.




  A servant was slumped on one of the seats reading a book, and the sailors had not had to correct their course for several minutes and appeared to be dozing, and when the two travellers’

  conversation flagged, the breeze from shore brought the faint wind-chime melody of distant cowbells.




  The man in the crook of the bow was staring ahead toward the east shore of the lake. Though he was only twenty-eight, his curly dark red hair was already shot with gray, and the pale skin around

  his eyes and mouth was scored with creases of ironic humor.




  “That castle over there is Chillon,” he remarked to his younger companion, “where the Dukes of Savoy kept political prisoners in dungeons below the water level. Imagine

  climbing up to peer out of some barred window at all this.” He waved around at the remote white vastnesses of the Alps.




  His friend pushed the fingers of one skinny hand through his thatch of fine blond hair and peered ahead. “It’s on a sort of peninsula, isn’t it? Mostly out in the lake? I

  imagine they’d be glad of all the surrounding water.”




  Lord Byron stared at Percy Shelley, once again not sure what the young man meant. He had met him here in Switzerland less than a month ago and, though they had much in common, he didn’t

  feel that he knew him.




  Both of them were voluntarily in exile from England. Byron had recently fled bankruptcy and a failed marriage and, though it was less well known, the scandal of having fathered a child by his

  half sister; four years earlier, with the publication of the long, largely autobiographical poem Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, he had become the nation’s most celebrated

  poet—but the society that had lionized him then reviled him now, and English tourists took delight in pointing him out when they caught glimpses of him on the streets, and the women

  frequently threw theatrical faints.




  Shelley was far less famous, though his offenses against propriety sometimes appalled even Byron. Only twenty-four, he had already been expelled from Oxford for having written a pamphlet

  advocating atheism, had been disowned owned by his wealthy father, and had deserted his wife and two children in order to run away with the daughter of the radical London philosopher William

  Godwin. Godwin had not been pleased to see his daughter putting into all-too-real action his abstract arguments in favor of free love.




  Byron was doubting that Shelley would really be “glad of the surrounding water.” The stone walls had to be leaky, and God knew what kinds of damp rot a man would be subject to

  in such a place. Was it naïveté that made Shelley say such things, or was it some spiritual, unworldly quality, such as made saints devote their lives to sitting on pillars in

  deserts?




  And were his condemnations of religion and marriage sincere, or were they a coward’s devices to have his own way and not acknowledge blame? He certainly didn’t give much of an

  impression of courage.




  Four nights ago Shelley and the two girls he was travelling with had visited Byron, and rainy weather had kept the party indoors. Byron was renting the Villa Diodati, a columned,

  vineyard-surrounded house in which Milton had been a guest two centuries earlier; and though the place seemed spacious when warm weather let guests explore the terraced gardens or lean on the

  railing of the wide veranda overlooking the lake, on that night an Alpine thunderstorm and a flooded ground floor had made it seem no roomier than a fisherman’s cottage.




  Byron had been especially uncomfortable because Shelley had brought along not only Mary Godwin, but also her stepsister Claire Clairmont, who by a malign coincidence had been Byron’s last

  mistress before he fled London, and now seemed to be pregnant by him.




  What with the storm clamoring beyond the window glass and the candles fluttering in the erratic drafts, the conversation had turned to ghosts and the supernatural—luckily, for it developed

  that Claire was easily frightened by such topics, and Byron was able to keep her wide-eyed with alarm, and silent except for an occasional horrified gasp.




  Shelley was at least as credulous as Claire, but he was delighted with the stories of vampires and phantoms; and after Byron’s personal physician, a vain young man named Polidori, had told

  a story about a woman who’d been seen walking around with a plain skull for a head, Shelley had leaned forward and in a low voice told the company the reasons he and his now abandoned wife

  had fled Scotland four years earlier.




  The narration consisted more of hints and atmospheric details than of any actual story, but Shelley’s obvious conviction—his long-fingered hands trembling in the candlelight and his

  big eyes glittering through the disordered halo of his curly hair—made even the sensible Mary Godwin cast an occasional uneasy glance at the rain-streaked windows.




  It seemed that at about the same time that the Shelleys had arrived in Scotland, a young farm maid named Mary Jones had been found hacked to death with what the authorities guessed must have

  been sheep shears. “The culprit,” Shelley whispered, “was supposed to have been a giant, and the locals called it ‘the King of the Mountains.’”




  “‘It’?” wailed Claire.




  Byron shot Shelley a look of gratitude, for he assumed that Shelley too was frightening Claire in order to keep her off the subject of her pregnancy; but the young man was at the moment entirely

  unaware of him. Byron realized that Shelley simply enjoyed scaring people.




  Byron was still grateful.




  “They captured a man,” Shelley went on, “one Thomas Edwards—and blamed the crime on him, and eventually hanged him ... but I knew he was only a scapegoat.

  We—”




  Polidori sat back in his chair and, in his usual nervously pugnacious way, quavered, “How did you know?”




  Shelley frowned and began talking more rapidly, as if the conversation had suddenly become too personal: “Why, I—I knew through my researches—I’d been very ill the year

  before, in London, with hallucinations, and terrible pains in my side ... uh, so I had lots of time for study. I was investigating electricity, the precession of the equinoxes ... and the Old

  Testament, Genesis ...” He shook his head impatiently, and Byron got the impression that, despite the apparent irrationality of the answer, the question had surprised some truth out of him.

  “At any rate,” Shelley continued, “on the twenty-sixth of February—that was a Friday—I knew to take a pair of loaded pistols to bed with me.”




  Polidori opened his mouth to speak again, but Byron stopped him with a curt “Shut up.”




  “Yes, Pollydolly,” said Mary, “do wait until the story’s over.”




  Polidori sat back, pursing his lips.




  “And,” said Shelley, “we weren’t in bed half an hour before I heard something downstairs. I went down to investigate, and saw a figure quitting the house through a

  window. It attacked me, and I managed to shoot it ... in the shoulder.”




  Byron frowned at Shelley’s poor marksmanship.




  “And the thing reeled back and stood over me and said, ‘You would shoot me? By God I will be revenged! I will murder your wife. I will rape your sister.’ And then it

  fled.”




  A pen and inkwell and paper lay on a table near his chair, and Shelley snatched up the pen, dipped it, and quickly sketched a figure. “This is what my assailant looked like,” he

  said, holding the paper near the candle.




  Byron’s first thought was that the man couldn’t draw any better than a child. The figure he’d drawn was a monstrosity, a barrel-chested, keg-legged thing with hands like tree

  branches and a head like an African mask.




  Claire couldn’t look at it, and even Polidori was clearly upset. “It—it’s not any kind of human figure at all!” he said.




  “Oh, I don’t know, Polidori,” said Byron, squinting at the thing. “I think it’s a prototypical man. God originally made Adam out of clay, didn’t He? This

  fellow looks as if he were made out of a Sussex hillside.”




  “You presume!” said Shelley, a little wildly. “How can you be certain this isn’t made of Adam’s rib?”




  Byron grinned. “What, Eve is it? If Milton ever glimpsed that with his sightless eyes, I hope it wasn’t during his visit here—or if it was, that she isn’t around

  tonight.”




  For the first time during the evening Shelley himself looked nervous. “No,” he said quickly, glancing out the window. “No, I doubt ...” He let the sentence hang and sat

  back in his chair.




  Belatedly afraid that all this Adam and Eve talk might lead the conversation into more domestic channels, Byron hastily stood up and crossed to a bookshelf and pulled down a small book.

  “Coleridge’s latest,” he said, returning to his chair. “There are three poems here, but I think ‘Christabel’ suits us best tonight.” He began to read the

  poem aloud, and by the time he had read to the point when the girl Christabel brings the strange woman Geraldine home from the woods, he had everyone’s attention. Then in the poem Geraldine

  sinks down, “belike through pain,” when they reach the door into the castle of Christabel’s widowed father, and Christabel has to lift her up and carry her over the threshold.




  Shelley nodded. “There always has to be some token of invitation. They can’t enter without having been asked.”




  “Did you ask the clay-woman into your house in Scotland?” asked Polidori.




  “I didn’t have to,” replied Shelley with surprising bitterness. He turned away, toward the window. “My—someone else had invited it into my presence two decades

  previous.”




  After a pause Byron resumed his reading, and recited Coleridge’s description of Geraldine exposing her withered breast as she disrobes for bed—




  

    

      Behold! her bosom and half her side—




      A sight to dream of, not to tell!




      O shield her! shield sweet Christabel!


    


  




  —And Shelley screamed and jackknifed up out of his chair and in three frantic strides was out of the room, knocking over a chair but managing to grab a lit candle as he blundered past the

  table.




  Claire screamed too, and Polidori yelped and raised his hands like a cornered boxer, and Byron put down the book and glanced sharply at the window Shelley had been looking out of. Nothing was

  visible on the rain-lashed veranda.




  “Go see if he’s well, Polidori,” Byron said.




  The young doctor went into the next room for his bag, then followed Shelley. Byron refilled his wine glass and sat down, then looked at Mary with raised eyebrows.




  She laughed nervously and then quoted Lady Macbeth: “‘My lord is often thus, and hath been from his youth.’”




  Byron grinned, a little haggardly. “No doubt ‘the fit is momentary; upon a thought he will again be well.’”




  Mary finished the quote. “‘If you much note him, you shall offend him and extend his passion.’”




  Byron looked around the long room. “So where did he see ‘Banquo’s ghost’? I’m a fair noticer of spirits, but I didn’t see anything.”




  “He—” Mary began, then halted. “But look, here he is.”




  Shelley had walked back into the room, looking both scared and sheepish. His face and hair were wet, indicating that Polidori had splashed water on him, and he reeked of ether. “It was ...

  just a fancy that took momentary hold of me,” he said. “Like a waking nightmare. I’m sorry.”




  “Something about ...” began Polidori; Shelley shot him a warning look, but perhaps the young doctor didn’t notice, for he went on, “... about a woman with—you

  said—eyes in her breasts.”




  Shelley’s squint of astonishment lasted only a moment, but Byron had noticed it; then Shelley had concealed it, and was nodding. “Right, that was it,” he agreed. “A

  hallucination, as I said.”




  Byron was intrigued, but regard for his obviously ill-at-ease friend made him decide not to pursue whatever it was that Shelley had really said and Polidori had misunderstood.




  He winked at Shelley and then changed the subject. “I really think we should each write a ghost story!” he said cheerfully. “Let’s see if we can’t do something with

  this mud-person who’s been following poor Shelley about.”




  Everyone eventually managed to laugh.




  A shadow passed over Chillon’s blunt towers and across the miles of lake between the grim edifice and the boat, and Byron shifted around in his seat by the bow to look

  north; a cloud had blotted half the sky since he had last scanned that side.




  “It looks as if we’d better put in at St. Gingoux,” he said, pointing. His servant closed his book and tucked it away in a pocket.




  Shelley stood up and leaned on the rail. “A storm, is it?”




  “Best to assume so. I’ll wake the damned sailors—what’s wrong?” he demanded, for Shelley had leaped back from the rail and was scrabbling through the pile of

  their baggage.




  “I need an eisener breche!” yelled Shelley—and a moment later he leaped to his feet with Byron’s sword cane in his fist. “Over your head, look

  out!”




  Half thinking that Shelley had gone absolutely mad at last, Byron sprang up onto the yard-wide section of rail around the bowsprit and calculated how long a jump it would take to land him near

  the mast-hung haversack, which in addition to wine bottles contained two loaded pistols; but the urgency in Shelley’s voice made him nevertheless risk a quick look overhead.




  The advancing cloud was knotted and lumpy, and one section of it looked very much like a naked woman rushing straight down out of the sky at the boat. Byron was about to laugh in relief and say

  something sarcastic to Shelley, but then he saw that the woman-form was not part of the distant cloud, or at least wasn’t anymore, but was a patch of vapor much smaller than he had at first

  thought—and much closer.




  Then he met her furious gaze, and he sprang for the pistols.




  The boat rocked as the cloud figure collided with it, and Shelley and the boatmen yelled; when Byron rolled up into a crouch with a pistol in his hand he saw Shelley swing the bared sword at the

  woman-shaped cloud, which hung now just above the rail, and though the blade stopped so abruptly that the top half of it snapped right off, the cloud seemed to recoil and lose some of its shape.

  There was blood on Shelley’s cheek and in his hair, and Byron aimed the pistol into the center of the cloud and pulled the trigger.




  The sharp explosion of the charge set his ears ringing, but he could hear Shelley shout, “Good—lead conducts electricity well enough—silver or gold’s better!”




  Shelley braced his tall, narrow frame against the rail, and with the broken sword aimed a real tree-felling stroke at the thing. The now turbulent cloud recoiled again, no longer resembling a

  woman at all. Shelley swung again, and the blade struck the wooden rail a glancing blow; Byron thought his friend had missed his target, but when a moment later Shelley hit the rail again, straight

  down this time, he realized that he had intended to chop free a wooden splinter.




  Shelley let go of the broken sword—it tumbled over the side—and with his thin hands pried up the splinter. “Give me your other pistol!”




  Byron dug it out of the fallen sack and tossed it to him. Shelley jammed the wooden splinter into the barrel and as Byron shouted at him to stop, aimed the weirdly bayonetted gun into the cloud

  and fired.




  The cloud burst apart, with an acid smell like fresh-broken stone. Shelley slumped back onto the seat. After a moment he took a handkerchief out of his pocket and began blotting his bleeding

  forehead.




  “You’re damned lucky,” was all Byron could think of to say. His heart was pounding, and he shoved his hands into his pockets so Shelley wouldn’t see them trembling.

  “Jam a gun barrel like that again and it’ll blow your hand off.”




  “Necessary risk—wood’s about the worst conductor.” Shelley pushed himself back up and stared anxiously at the sky. “Have the boatmen get us in, fast.”




  “What, you think we’re likely to see another?” Byron turned back to the ashen boatmen. “Get us in to shore—bougez nous dans le rivage plus près! Vite,

  very goddamn vite!”




  Facing Shelley again, he forced himself to speak levelly. “What was that thing? And what ... did ... it ... goddamn ... want?”




  Shelley had wiped the blood off, and now folded his handkerchief carefully and put it back in his pocket. He apparently had no scruples about being seen to tremble, but his eyes were steady as

  he met Byron’s glare. “It wanted the same thing the tourists in Geneva want, when they point me out to each other. A look at something perverse.” He waved to keep Byron silent.

  “As to what it was—you could call it a lamia. Where better to meet one than on Lake Leman?”




  Byron stepped back, dispelling the mood of challenge. “I never thought about the name of this lake. A leman, a mistress.” He laughed unsteadily. “You’ve got her in a

  temper.”




  Shelley relaxed too, and leaned on the rail. “It’s not the lake—the lake’s just named after her kind. Hell, the lake’s more an ally.”




  The man at the tiller had tacked them more squarely into the offshore breeze, and the castle of Chillon swung around to the portside. The wine glasses had fallen and shattered when the

  cloud-thing impacted with the boat, so Byron picked up the bottle, pulled the cork with his teeth, and took a deep gulp. He passed it to Shelley and then asked, “So if wood’s the

  worst conductor, why did it work? You said—”




  Shelley took a drink and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “I think it has to be ... an extreme, electrically. I think they’re like pond fish—equally vulnerable to either rapids

  or stagnation.” He grinned crookedly and had another pull at the wine. “Silver bullets and wooden stakes, right?”




  “Good Christ, what are we talking about here? It sounds like vampires and werewolves.”




  Shelley shrugged. “Not a ... coincidence. Anyway, silver’s the best electrical conductor, and wood’s about the worst. Silver’s generally been too expensive for the kind

  of people who are credulous of the old stories, so they’ve traditionally had to make do with iron stakes. Eisener brechen, the stakes are called—it’s a very old term that

  means ‘iron gap,’ sort of, or ‘iron breach’ or ‘iron violation,’ though brechen can also refer to the refraction of light, or even to adultery. Evidently

  in some archaic context those things were all somewhat synonymous—odd thought, hm? In fact, it was an eisener breche that I was calling for at your house four nights ago. Polidori, the

  idiot, thought I had said ‘eyes in her breasts.’” Shelley laughed. “When I came to myself again, I had no choice but to go along with his foolish misunderstanding. Mary

  thought I had gone mad, but it was better than letting her know what I’d really said.”




  “Why were you calling for one that night? Was this creature we saw today outside my window that night?”




  “It, or one very like it.”




  Byron started to say something, but paused, staring back north across the water. A sheenless wave of agitation was sweeping toward them. “The sail, desserrez la voile!” he

  yelled at the sailors; then, “Hang on to something,” he added tensely to Shelley.




  The wind struck the boat like an avalanche, tearing the sail and heeling the boat over to starboard until the mast was almost horizontal, and water poured solidly in over the gunwales, splashing

  up explosively at the thwarts and the tiller. For several seconds it seemed that the boat would roll right over—while the shrill wind tore at their rail-clutching hands and lashed spray

  across their faces—but then, as reluctantly as a tree root tears up out of the soil when the tree is forced over, the mast came back up, and the half-foundered boat swung ponderously around

  on the choppy water. One of the boatmen yanked the tiller back and forth, but it just knocked loosely in its bracket; the rudder was broken. The winds were still chorusing through the rent sail and

  the shrouds, and had raised a surf that was crashing on the rocks of the shore a hundred yards away.




  Byron took off his coat and began pulling at his boots. “Looks like we swim for it,” he yelled over the noise.




  Shelley, gripping the port rail, shook his head. “I’ve never learned how.” His face was pale, but he looked determined and oddly happy.




  “Christ! And you say the lake’s your ally? Never mind, get out of your coat—I’ll get us an oar to cling to, and if you don’t struggle, I think I can maneuver

  us around those rocks. Get—”




  Shelley had to speak loudly to be heard, but his voice was calm—“I have no intention of being saved. You’ll have enough to do to save yourself.” He looked over the far

  rail at the humped rocks withstanding the battering of the surf, then looked back at Byron and smiled nervously through his tangled blond hair. “I don’t fear drowning—and if you

  give me an oar to cling to I promise you I’ll let go of it.”




  Byron stared at him for a couple of seconds, then shrugged and waded aft, bracing himself on the rail, to where his servant and one of the sailors were frantically filling buckets from the pool

  sloshing around their thighs, and heaving the water over the side; the other boatman was pulling at the shrouds in an effort to get what was left of the sail usefully opposed to the wind. Byron

  grabbed two more of the emergency buckets and tossed one toward Shelley. “In that case bail as fast as you can, if you ever want to see Mary again.”




  For a moment Shelley just held onto the rail; then his shoulders slumped, and he nodded; and though he snatched the floating bucket and scrambled to help, Byron thought he looked rueful and a

  little ashamed, like a man who finds his own willpower to be frailer than he had supposed.




  For the next several minutes the four men worked furiously, sweating and gasping as they hauled up bucketful after bucketful of water and flung it back into the lake, and the man working the

  sail had, by swinging the boom way out to starboard, managed to get at least a faint surge of headway in spite of the loss of the rudder. And the wind was losing its fury.




  Byron risked pausing for a moment. “I—was wrong in my—estimation of your courage,” he panted. “I apologize.”




  “Quite all right,” Shelley gasped, stooping to refill his bucket. He dumped it over the gunwale and then collapsed on one of the benches. “I overestimated my grasp of

  science.” He coughed, rackingly enough to make Byron wonder if he was consumptive. “I recently eluded one of those creatures and left it behind in England—it’s practically

  impossible for them to cross water, and the English Channel is a nice quantity of that—but somehow it didn’t occur to me that I might run across more of them here ... much less that

  they’d ... know me.”




  He hefted his bucket. “Switzerland especially,” he went on, “I had thought, would be free of them—the higher altitude—but I think now that what drew me here to the

  Alps is the same ... is the recognition ... that this is ... I don’t know. Now I don’t think I could have fled to a more perilous place.” He dragged his bucket through the

  water, now shin deep, and then got to his feet and hoisted the bucket up onto the rail. Before dumping it he nodded around at the Alpine peaks ringing the lake. “They do call, though,

  don’t they?”




  The laboring boat had rounded the point, and ahead they could see the beach of St. Gingoux, and people on the shore waving to them.




  Byron poured out one more bucketful of water and then tossed the bucket aside. The cloud had passed, and looking south to the Rhône Valley he could see sunlight glittering on the distant

  peaks of the Dents du Midi. “Yes,” he said softly. “They do call. In a certain voice, which a certain sort of person can hear ... not to his benefit, I believe.” He shook

  his head wearily. “I wonder who else is answering that particular siren song.”




  Shelley smiled and, perhaps thinking of their recent emergency, quoted from the same play his wife and Byron had been quoting four days ago. “I suppose it’s many another who is

  ‘like two spent swimmers that do cling together and choke their art.’”




  Byron blinked at him, once again not sure what to make of what he said. “‘Many another’?” he said irritably. “You mean many others, don’t

  you?”




  “I’m not sure,” said Shelley, still smiling faintly as he watched the shoreline grow steadily closer. “But no, I think I mean each like two spent

  swimmers.”




  A rescue boat was being rowed out toward them across the sunny water, and already some of the sailors on it were whirling weighted rope-ends overhead in wide, whistling circles. The sailors on

  Byron’s boat scrambled to the bow and began clapping their hands to show their readiness to catch and moor the lines.




  







  BOOK ONE




  A TOKEN OF INVITATION




  

    

      Of the sweets of Faeries, Peris, Goddesses,




      There is not such a treat among them all,




      Haunters of cavern, lake, and waterfall,




      As a real woman, lineal indeed




      From Pyrrha’s pebbles ...




      

        

          —John Keats,




          Lamia


        


      


    


  




  

    

      And Venus blessed the marriage she had made.




      

        

          —Ovid,




          Metamorphoses




          Book X, lines 94 and 95


        


      


    


  




  







  CHAPTER 1




  

    

      ... and the midnight sky




      Flares, a light more dread than obscurity.




      

        

          —Percy Bysshe Shelley


        


      


    


  




  “LUCY,” THE BARMAID was saying in an emphatic whisper as she led the two men around the foot of the oak stairway,

  “which I’d think you could remember by now—and keep your damned voice down until we get outside.”




  The flickering lantern in her hand struck an upwardly diminishing stack of horizontal gleams from the stair edges rising away to their right, and Jack Boyd, who had just asked the barmaid her

  name for the fourth time that evening, apparently decided that taking her upstairs would be a good idea, now that he had at least momentarily got straight what to call her.




  “God, there’s no mistaking you’re one of the Navy men,” she hissed exasperatedly as she spun out of the big man’s drunken embrace and strode on across the hall to

  the dark doorway of the reserve dining room.




  The off-balance Boyd sat down heavily on the lowest stair while Michael Crawford, who’d been hanging back in order to be able to walk without any undignified reeling, frowned and sadly

  shook his head. The girl was a bigot, ascribing to all Navy men the faults of an admittedly conspicuous few.




  Appleton and the other barmaid were ahead of them, already in the dark dining room, and now Crawford heard a door being unbolted and pulled open, and the sudden cold draft in his face smelled of

  rain on trees and clay.




  Lucy looked back over her shoulder at the drunken pair, and she hefted the bottle she had in her left hand. “An extra hour or two of bar service is what you paid for,” she

  whispered, “and Louise’s got the glasses, so unless you two want to toddle off to bed, trot yourselves along here—and don’t make no noise, the landlord’s asleep

  only two doors down this hall.” She disappeared through the dining room doorway.




  Crawford leaned down unsteadily and shook Boyd’s shoulder. “Come on,” he said, “you’re disgracing me as well as yourself.”




  “‘Disgracing’?” mumbled the big man as he wobbled to his feet. “On the contrary—I intend to marry ...” He paused and frowned ponderously. “To

  marry that young lady. Her name was what?”




  Crawford propelled him into the dining room, toward the open door in the far wall and the night beyond it. Lucy was waiting for them impatiently in the far doorway, and by the wavering glow of

  her lamp Crawford noticed the lath and plaster panelling on the walls, and he remembered the ornate double chimney-stacks he’d glimpsed over the roof when the stagecoach had turned off the

  Horsham road this afternoon; evidently the inn’s Georgian front had been added onto an old Tudor structure. He wouldn’t be surprised if the kitchen had a stone floor.




  “We’ll make it a double wedding tomorrow,” Boyd went on over his shoulder as he bumped against chairs in the dark. “You wouldn’t object to sharing the glory,

  would you? Of course this means I won’t be able to be your groomsman—but hell, I’m sure Appleton would be groomsman for both of us.”




  The pattering hiss of the rain was much louder when they were out on the roofed porch, and the chilly air sluiced some of the wine fumes from Crawford’s head. The porch, he saw, began at

  the door they’d come out of and extended south, away from the landlord’s room, almost all the way to the stables. Appleton and Louise had already sat down in two of the weather-beaten

  chairs that stood randomly along the deck, and Lucy was pouring wine into their glasses.




  Crawford stepped to the edge of the porch so that the curtain of rain tumbled past only inches in front of his nose. Out in the dark yard he could dimly make out patches of grass and the shaggy,

  waving blackness of trees beyond.




  He was about to turn back to the porch when the sky was split with a dazzling glare of white, and an instant later he was rocked back on his heels by a thunderclap that he was momentarily

  certain must have stripped half the shingles from the inn’s roof. Thinly over the crash he could hear a woman scream.




  “Damn me!” he gasped, taking an involuntary step backward as the tremendous echoes rolled away east across the Weald to frighten children in distant Kent. “Did you see

  that?” His ears were ringing and he was speaking too loudly.




  After a few seconds he exhaled sharply, and grinned. “I guess that’s a stupid question, isn’t it? But truly, Boyd, if that had struck any closer, it’s a different sort of

  church ceremony you’d be bringing me to tomorrow.”




  It was an effort to speak jocularly—his face was beaded with sudden sweat as if he’d stepped out into the rain, and the air was sharp with a smell like the essence of fright, and for

  a moment it had seemed to him that he was participating in the earth’s own shudder of shock. He turned and blinked behind him—his eyes had readjusted to the darkness enough for him to

  see that his companions hadn’t moved, though the two women looked scared.




  “No chance,” Boyd called, sitting down and filling his glass. “I remember seeing Corbie’s Aunt clinging round your head in a storm off Vigo. The stuff likes

  you.”




  “And who,” spoke up Appleton, his voice expressing only amusement, “is Corbie’s aunt?”




  Crawford sat down himself and took a glass with fingers he willed not to tremble. “Not who,” he said. “What. It’s Italian, really, supposed to be Corposanto or

  Capra Saltante or something like that. St. Elmo’s Fire, the English call it—ghostly lights that cling to the masts and yardarms of ships. Some people,” he added, pouring

  wine into his glass and waving it toward Boyd before taking a deep gulp, “believe the phenomenon’s related to lightning.”




  Boyd was on his feet again, pointing toward the south end of the yard. “And what are those buildings down there?”




  Lucy wearily assured him that there weren’t any buildings at that end of the yard and told him to keep his voice down.




  “I saw ’em,” Boyd insisted. “In that flash of lightning. Little low places with windows.”




  “He means them old coaches,” said Louise. She shook her head at Boyd. “It’s just a couple of old berlines that belonged to Blunden’s father that haven’t been

  moved in thirty or forty years—the upholstery’s probably shot, not to mention the axles.”




  “Axles—who needs ’em? Mike, whistle up Corbie’s Aunt again, will you? She’ll motivate the hulks.” Already Boyd was off the porch and striding jerkily across

  the muddy yard toward the old coaches.




  “Oh hell,” sighed Appleton, pushing back his chair. “I suppose we have to catch him and put him to bed. You didn’t think to bring any laudanum, of course?”




  “No—I’m supposed to be on holiday, remember? I didn’t even bring a lancet or forceps.” Crawford stood up, and was a little surprised to discover that he

  wasn’t annoyed at the prospect of having to go out into the rain. Even the idea of going for an imaginary ride in a ruined coach seemed to have a certain charm.




  He had left his hat in the taproom, but the rain was pleasantly cool on his face and the back of his neck, and he strode cheerfully across the dark yard, trusting to luck to keep his boots out

  of any deep puddles. Behind him he could hear Appleton and the women following.




  He saw Boyd stumble and flailingly recover his balance a few yards short of the vague rectangular blackness that was the coaches, and when Crawford got to that spot he saw why—the coaches

  sat on an irregular patch of ancient pavement that stood a few inches higher than the mud.




  A yellow light waxed behind him, bright enough to reflect gold glints from the wet greenery and to let him see Boyd clambering up the side of one of the coaches—Appleton and the women were

  following, and Lucy still had the lantern. Crawford stopped to let them catch up.




  “Gallop, my cloudy steeds!” yelled Boyd from inside one of the coaches. “And why don’t you sit a little closer, Auntie?”




  “I suppose if he’s got to go mad, this is the best place for it,” remarked Lucy nervously, holding up the steaming lantern and peering ahead through the downpour. “These

  old carriages are just junk, and Blunden’s not likely to hear his ravings out this far from the buildings.” She trembled and the light wavered. “I’m going back inside,

  though.”




  Crawford didn’t want the party to end—it was the last one he’d ever have as a bachelor. “Wait just a minute,” he said, “I can get him out of there.” He

  started forward, then paused, squinting down at the pavement. It was hard to be sure, with the rain agitating the muddy water pooled on it, but it seemed to him that there were bas-relief carvings

  in the paving stones.




  “What was this, originally?” he asked. “Did there used to be a building here?”




  Appleton cursed impatiently.




  “Back in the olden days there was,” said Louise, who was clinging to Appleton’s arm and absently spilling wine down the front of his shirt. “Romans or somebody built it.

  We’re always finding bits of statues and things when the rains fatten the creeks in the spring.”




  Crawford remembered his speculations on the age of this establishment, and he realized that he’d misguessed by a thousand years or so.




  Boyd yelled something indistinct and thrashed around noisily in the old coach.




  Lucy shivered again. “It’s awful cold out here.”




  “Oh, don’t go in just yet,” Crawford protested. He handed his wine glass to Appleton and then awkwardly struggled out of his coat. “Here,” he said, crossing to Lucy

  and draping it over her shoulders. “That’ll keep you warm. We’ll only be a minute or two out here, and I did pay you to keep serving us for a couple of hours past closing

  time.”




  “Not for out in the damned rain you didn’t. But all right, a couple of minutes.”




  Appleton glanced around suddenly, as if he’d heard something over the gravelly hiss of the rain. “I—I’m going in myself,” he said, and for the first time that

  evening his voice lacked its usual sarcastically confident edge.




  “Who are you?” Boyd yelled, all at once sounding frightened. A furious banging began inside the coach, and in the lamplight it could be seen to rock jerkily on its ancient

  springs; but the racket seemed dwarfed by the night, and disappeared without any echo among the dark ranks of trees.




  “Good night,” said Appleton. He turned and began leading Louise hurriedly back toward the inn buildings.




  “Get away from me!” screamed Boyd.




  “My God, wait up,” muttered Lucy, starting after Appleton and Louise. The rain was suddenly coming down more heavily than ever, rattling on the inn roof and the road out front and on

  lonely hilltops miles away in the night, and over the noise of it Crawford thought for a moment he heard a chorus of high, harsh voices singing in the sky.




  Instantly he was sprinting back after the other three, and only after he caught up with Lucy did he realize that he’d been about to abandon Boyd. As always happened in moments of crisis, a

  couple of unwelcome pictures sprang into his mind—an overturned boat in choppy surf, and a pub across the street from a burning house—and he didn’t want to take the chance of

  adding the back yard of this inn to that torturing catalogue; and so when Lucy turned to him he quickly thought of some other reason than fright for having run after her.




  “My ring,” he gasped. “The wedding ring I’ve—got to give to my bride tomorrow—it’s in the pocket of the coat. Excuse me.” He reached into the

  pocket, groped around for a moment, and then came up with it between his thumb and forefinger. “That’s all.”




  By the light of the lamp she was carrying he could see her face tighten with offense at the implied insult, but he turned away and started resolutely back through the rain to where Boyd was

  screaming in the darkness.




  “I’m coming, you great idiot,” he called, trying to influence the night with his confident tone.




  He noticed that he was carrying the wedding ring in his hand, holding it as tightly as a sailor undergoing surgery bites a bullet. That wasn’t smart—if he dropped it out here in all

  this mud it wouldn’t be found for years.




  Over the noise of the rain he could hear Boyd roaring.




  Crawford’s tight breeches didn’t have any pockets, and he was afraid the undersized ring would fall off his own finger if he wound up having to struggle with Boyd; in desperation he

  looked around for a narrow upright tree branch or something to hang the ring on, and then he noticed the white statue standing by the back wall of the stable.




  It was a life-sized sculpture of a nude woman with the left hand raised in a beckoning gesture, and as Boyd roared again Crawford splashed across the mud to the statue, slipped the ring onto the

  ring finger of the upraised stone hand, and then ran on to the derelict coaches.




  It was easy to see which one the crazed Navy lieutenant was in—the carriage was shaking to pieces as if it had a magically sympathetic twin that was rolling down a mountain ravine

  somewhere. Hurrying around to the side of it, Crawford managed to get hold of the door handle and wrench the door open.




  Two hands shot out of the darkness and grabbed the collar of his shirt, and he yelled in alarm as Boyd pulled him inside; the big man threw him onto one of the mildew-reeking seats and lunged

  past him toward the doorway, and though a web of rotted upholstery had got tangled around Boyd’s feet and now sent him sprawling, the big man had managed to get at least the top half of his

  body outside.




  For a moment Crawford seemed to hear the distant singing again, and when something brushed gently against his cheek he let out a roar as wild as any of Boyd’s and jackknifed up onto his

  feet; but before he could vault over the other man, he braced himself against the wall—and then he relaxed a little, for he could feel that all the loose threads of the upholstery were

  bristlingly erect like the fur on the back of an angry dog, and he realized that the same phenomenon must have been what made the shreds of the seat upholstery stand up and brush his face a moment

  ago.




  Very well, he told himself firmly, I admit it’s strange, but it’s nothing to lose your wits over. Just some electrical effect caused by the storm and the odd physical properties of

  decaying leather and horsehair. Right now your job is to get poor Boyd back to the inn.




  Boyd had by this time freed himself and crawled out onto the puddled pavement, and as Crawford climbed down from the coach he was getting shakily to his feet. He squinted around suspiciously at

  the trees and the ruined carriages.




  Crawford took his arm, but the bigger man shook it off and plodded away through the rain toward the inn.




  Crawford caught up with him and then matched his plodding stride. “Big beetles under your shirt, were there?” he asked casually after a few paces. “Would have sworn rats were

  scrambling up your pant legs? I’ll bet you wet your pants, in fact, though as rain-soaked as you are nobody’ll notice. Delirium tremens, we doctors call this show.

  It’s how you know when to back off on the drink.”




  Ordinarily he wouldn’t have been as blunt as this, even with someone he knew as well as he knew Jack Boyd, but tonight it almost seemed to be the most tactful approach—after all, no

  one could be blamed for suffering a case of the galloping horrors if the cause was simply a profound excess of alcohol.




  Actually he was afraid Boyd had not been quite that drunk.




  The party was clearly over. Lucy and Louise were complaining about having to go to bed with wet hair, and Appleton was evasively irritable and, as if to confirm the soured

  mood, the landlord muttered angrily in his room and caused either his knees or the floorboards to creak threateningly. The women abandoned the lantern and fled to their rooms, and Appleton shook

  his head disgustedly and stalked upstairs to go to bed himself. Crawford and Boyd appropriated the lantern and tiptoed to the closed door of the taproom and tried the lock.




  It wouldn’t yield.




  “Probably just as well,” sighed Crawford.




  Boyd shook his head heavily, then turned and started toward the stairs; half-way there he paused and without looking back said, “Uh ... thanks for getting me ... out of that,

  Mike.”




  Crawford waved, and then realized that Boyd couldn’t see the gesture. “No trouble,” he called softly instead. “I’ll probably need something similar myself sooner or

  later.”




  Boyd stumped away, and Crawford heard his ponderous footsteps recede up the stairs and down some hall overhead. Crawford tried the taproom door again, with no more luck than before, briefly

  considered finding out where the barmaids’ rooms were, and then shrugged, picked up the lamp and went upstairs himself. His room wasn’t large, but the sheets were clean and dry and

  there were enough blankets on the bed.




  As he got undressed, he thought again of the overturned boat and the house across the street from the pub. Twenty years had passed since that rowboat foundered in the Plymouth Sound surf, and

  the house had burned down nearly six years ago, but it seemed to him that they were still the definition of him, the axioms from which he was derived.




  Long ago he had started carrying a flask so that he could banish these memories long enough to get to sleep, and he uncorked it now.




  Thunder woke him up hours later, and he lifted his head from the pillow and reflected sleepily on how nice it was to be drunk in bed when the lanes and trees and hills outside were so cold and

  wet ... and then he remembered the wedding ring he had left in the yard.




  His belly went cold and he half sat up, but after a moment he relaxed. You can get it in the morning, he told himself—wake up early and retrieve it before anyone else is

  up and about. And who’s likely to be rooting around out behind the stables, anyway? Sleep’s what you need right now. You’re getting married later today—you’ve

  got to get your rest.




  He lay back down and pulled the blankets up under his chin, but he had no sooner closed his eyes than he thought, stable-boys. Stableboys will probably be working out there, and

  I’ll bet they’re on the job early. But maybe they won’t notice the ring on the statue’s finger ... a gold ring, that is, with a good-sized diamond set in it. Very well, then

  surely they’ll report the find, knowing that they’ll be rewarded ... after all, if they tried to sell it they’d get only a fraction of its real value ... which was two

  months’ worth of my income.




  Damn it.




  Crawford crawled out of bed and found the lamp and his tinder box, and after several minutes of furious striking he managed to get the lamp lit. He looked unhappily at his sodden clothes, still

  lying in the corner where he’d thrown them several hours ago. Aside from one change of clothes, the only other things he had brought along to wear were the formal green frock coat and

  embroidered waistcoat and white breeches in which he was to get married.




  He pulled the wet shirt and breeches on, cringing and gasping at the cold unwieldiness of them. He decided to forego the shoes, and just tottered barefoot to the door, trying to walk so steadily

  that his shirt would not touch him any more than it had to.




  He almost abandoned the whole undertaking when he unbolted the outer door of the spare dining room and a rainy gust plastered his shirt against his chest, but he knew that

  worry wouldn’t let him get any rest if he went back to bed without fetching the ring, so he whispered a curse and stepped out.




  It was a lot colder now, and darker. The chairs were still on the porch, but he had to grope to know where they were. The south end of the yard, where the stables and the old carriages were, was

  darker than the sky.




  The mud was grittily slimy between his toes as he stepped off the porch and plodded out across the yard, and he hoped nobody had dropped a wine glass out here. His heart was thumping hard in his

  chest, for in addition to worrying about cutting his feet he was remembering Boyd’s eerie ravings of a few hours ago, and he was acutely aware of being the only wakeful human being within a

  dozen miles.




  The statue was hard to find. He found the stable, and plodded the length of it, dragging his hand along the planks of the wall, with no luck; he was about to panic, thinking that the statue had

  been carried away, when he rounded the corner and dimly saw the inn buildings away off to his left, which meant that he had somehow been checking the south wall instead of the west one; he reversed

  course and carefully followed two more walls, conscientiously making the right-angle turn between them, but this time he found himself dragging his numbing fingers along the wall of the inn itself,

  which wasn’t even connected to the stable; he shook his head, amazed that he could still be this drunk. Finally he just began stomping out a zigzag pattern across the nighted yard with his

  arms spread wide.




  And he found it that way.




  His fingers brushed the cold, rain-slick stone as he was groping back toward the stable wall, and he almost sobbed with relief. He slid his hand up the extended stone wrist to the stone

  hand—the ring was still there. He tried to push it up off of the statue’s finger, but it was stuck somehow.




  An instant later he saw why, for a flash of lightning abruptly lit the yard: and the stone hand was now closed in a fist, imprisoning the ring like the end link of a chain. There were no cracks,

  no signs of any fracture—the statue’s hand seemed not ever to have been in any other position. Rain was streaming down the white stone face, and its blank white eyes seemed to be

  staring at Crawford.




  The nearly instantaneous crash of thunder seemed to punch the ground spinning out from under him, and when his feet hit the mud again he was running, racing the tumbling echoes back toward the

  inn, and it seemed to him that he got inside and slammed the door against the night just as the thunder crashed over the inn like a wave over a rock.




  When Crawford awoke, several hours later, it was with the certainty that horrible things had happened and that strenuous activity would soon be required of him to prevent

  things from getting even worse; his head was throbbing too solidly for him to remember what the catastrophe was, or even where he was, but perhaps, as he told himself blurrily, that was

  something to be grateful for. More sleep was what he wanted most in the world, but when he opened his eyes he saw a smear of nearly dried mud on the sheet ... and when he threw back the covers he

  saw that his feet and ankles were caked with it.




  With a gasp of real alarm he bounded out of bed. What on earth had he been doing last night? Sleepwalking? And where was Caroline? Had she thrown him out? Perhaps this place was some kind of

  madhouse.




  Then he saw the portmanteau under the window, and he remembered that he was in a village called Warnham, in Sussex, on his way to Bexhill-on-Sea to get married again. Caroline had died in that

  fire nearly six years ago. Oddly, this was the first time since her death that he had even momentarily forgotten that she was gone.




  So how had his feet got so dirty? Had he walked to this inn? Surely not bare-foot. No, he thought, I remember now, I took the stagecoach here to meet Appleton and Boyd—Boyd is to be my

  groomsman, and Appleton is letting me pretend to Julia’s father that his elegant landau carriage is mine.




  Crawford let himself relax a little, and he tried to conjure some cheer in himself, to see his recent fright and present sickness as just the consequences of old friends out carousing.




  If I was in the company of those two last night, he thought with a nervous and self-consciously rueful smile, God knows there are any number of ways I might have got so dirty; I suppose mayhem

  is assured—I only hope we didn’t commit any murders or rapes. As a matter of fact I do seem to recall seeing a nude woman ... no, that was only a statue ...




  And then he remembered it all, and his fragile cheer was gone.




  His face went cold and he sat down. Surely that must have been a dream, that closed stone fist; or maybe the statue’s hand never had been open, maybe that was what he had imagined,

  and he had really just drunkenly pushed the ring at the hand and then not noticed it fall when he had let go of it. And then there must have been something else, a bit of wire or something, around

  the stone finger when he saw it later.




  With the blue sky glowing now in the swirls of the window’s bull’s-eye panes, it was not too difficult to believe that it had all been a dream or a drunken mistake. It had to

  be, after all.




  In the meantime he had lost the ring.




  Feeling very old and frail, he unstrapped the portmanteau and pulled on his spare set of travelling clothes. Now he wanted hot coffee—brandy and water would be more restoring, but he had

  to go find the ring with as clear a head as possible.




  Appleton and Boyd weren’t up yet, which Crawford was glad of, and after choking down a cup of hot tea—the only drink available in the kitchen—he spent an hour walking around

  the inn’s muddy back yard; he was tense but hopeful when he started, but by the time the sun had climbed high enough to silhouette the branches of the oaks across the road he was in a fury of

  despair. The landlord came out after a while, and though he expressed sympathy, and even offered to sell Crawford a ring to replace the one he’d lost, he was unable to remember ever having

  seen any statue of a nude woman in the area.




  Finally at about ten Crawford’s two companions came tottering down for breakfast. Crawford sat with them, but nobody had much to say, and he ordered only brandy.
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      I set her on my pacing steed,




      

        

          

            

              And nothing else saw all day long;


            


          


        


      




      For sideways would she lean, and sing




      

        

          

            

              A faery’s song.


            


          


        


      




      

        

          —John Keats,




          La Belle Dame Sans Merci


        


      


    


  




  THE STORM CLOUDS had scattered away northward, and Appleton folded down the accordion-like calash roof of his carriage so that as they drove they could

  bake the “drink-poisons” out of their systems in the summer sun; but most of the roads between Warnham and the sea proved to be very narrow, walled on either side with stones heaped up

  centuries ago by farmers clearing the moors, and to Crawford it several times felt as if they were driving through some sunken antediluvian corridor.




  Ancient oaks spread branches across the sky overhead, seeming to strive to provide the corridor’s missing roof, and though Appleton’s hired driver cursed when the carriage was slowed

  for a while by a tightly packed flock of two dozen sheep being languidly goaded along by a collie and a white-bearded old man, Crawford was glad of their company—the landscape had been

  getting too close-pressing and inanimate.




  At about noon they stopped at a tavern in Worthing, and on a chestnut-shaded terrace overlooking the glittering expanse of the English Channel they restored themselves with several pitchers of

  bitter ale, and a dozen pickles, and three vast beef-and-gravy pastries with each man’s initials stamped into the crust so that they could keep straight which was whose when they unwrapped

  the uneaten ends later in the day.




  Eventually Crawford pushed his plate away, refilled his glass, and then squinted belligerently at his companions. “I lost the ring,” he said. The sea breeze blew his brown hair back

  from his forehead, letting the sun catch the gray hairs at his temples in the moments when he wasn’t shaded by the waving branches or the seagulls sailing noisily back and forth over the

  shore slope.




  Appleton blinked at him. “The ring,” he echoed blankly.




  “The goddamn wedding ring, the one Jack’s supposed to hand to me tonight—I lost it last night, when we were larking about in the back yard of that inn.”




  Jack Boyd shook his head. “Christ, I’m sorry, Mike, that was my fault, going crazy the way I did—I got no business drinking so much. I’ll buy you a new one

  somehow—”




  “No, I’m to blame,” interrupted Appleton with a smile which, though rueful, was his first genuine one of the day. “I was soberer than you two, but I got scared of the

  dark and ran out on you—hell, Michael, I even saw you take the ring out of the pocket of your coat, after you’d draped the coat over the barmaid who was getting chilled, and I knew it

  was risky, but I was in such a sweat to get back inside that I didn’t want to bring it up. I insist you let me pay for it.”




  Crawford stood up and drank off the last of his ale. Even now his face had not lost quite all of the deep-bitten tan acquired in shipboard life, and when he smiled he looked vaguely foreign,

  like some kind of American or Australian. “No no, I’m the one that lost it—and anyway I’ve already bought a replacement from the landlord back there. It cost me half my

  travelling money, but I think it’ll do.” He held out a ring on the palm of his hand for them to look at.




  Appleton had at last regained his usual manner. “Well, yes,” he said judiciously, “these southern rustics will probably never have seen real gold ... or any kind of

  metal, conceivably. Yes, you ought to be all right with that. What’s the name of the place again? Undercut-by-the-Sea?”




  Crawford opened his mouth to remind him that it was called Bexhill-on-Sea, but, now that at least a tenuous sort of cheer had been restored, he didn’t want to seem stuffy. “Something

  like that,” he said dryly as they wrapped up the left-overs and started back toward where the hired driver waited by the carriage.




  The roads were open now, with the sea generally visible to their left as the carriage rocked along past the stone jetties of Brighton and Hove—Boyd made deprecatory remarks about the

  little boats whose ivory sails stippled the blue water—and even when they turned to follow the Lewes road inland across the South Downs, the green fields stretched broadly away to the hills

  on either side, and the walls between the fields were low.




  The only jarring moment came when they were passing the north face of Windover Hill, and Crawford awoke from an uneasy doze and saw the giant figure of a man carved crudely into the chalk of the

  distant hillside; Crawford instantly scrambled up into a crouch on the seat and grabbed the door as if he intended to vault out of the carriage and simply run back toward the sea, but Boyd caught

  him and pushed him back down into the seat.




  He stared fearfully at the figure, and his companions shifted around to see what had so upset him.




  “For Christ’s sake, Mike,” said Boyd nervously, “it’s only an old Saxon hill-figure, like there’s dozens of throughout these parts. The Wilmington Long Man,

  that lad’s called. It’s just a—”




  Crawford, still not completely awake, interrupted him—“Why is it watching us?” he whispered, staring across the miles of farmland at the pale outline on the hill.




  “You were having a dream,” said Appleton a little shrilly. “What do you drink for if it gives you dreams like this?” He dug a flask out of his coat pocket, took a deep

  swallow, and then leaned forward and ordered the driver to go faster.




  Late in the afternoon they passed the first outlying stone-and-thatch cottages of Bexhill-on-Sea; a few miles farther and they were among the shaded lanes of the town, driving

  past rows of neat seventeenth-century houses, all built of the local honey-colored limestone. Flowers brightened the boundaries of the yards and lanes, and the house at whose gate they stopped was

  hardly visible from the road because of the hundreds of red and yellow roses that bobbed on vines woven around the posts of the front fence.




  As Crawford climbed down from the carriage to the grass, a boy who had been crouched beside the gate leaped to his feet and sprinted across the lawn and into the house. A few moments later the

  abrupt, mournful wail of a bagpipe startled birds out of the trees overhead, and Appleton, who had followed Crawford out of the carriage and was now trying to pull the wrinkles out of his coat,

  winced when he heard it.




  “Blood sacrifice?” he asked politely. “Planning some sort of druid rite, are you?”




  “No,” said Crawford defensively, “uh, it’s going to be a traditional Scottish ceremony, I understand. Wrong end of the island, of course, but ...”




  “Christ,” put in Boyd anxiously, “they’re not going to make us eat those stuffed sheep stomachs, are they? What do they call it? Havoc?”




  “Haggis. No, the food’ll be conventional, but ... oh, they’ll have whitened Julia’s eyebrows with antimony, and I sent ahead a jar of henna so the bridesmaids could stain

  her feet with it after they wash them—”




  He was reaching toward the back of the carriage for his portmanteau when he froze.




  “Hey, Mike,” said Boyd, leaning down from the carriage to grab Crawford’s shoulder, “are you getting sick? You’re suddenly pale as a low sky.”




  Crawford shivered, but then continued his interrupted reach to the boot; with trembling fingers he began unbuckling the leather straps. “N-no, I’m fine,” he said. “I just

  ... remembered something.”




  Mention of the washing of feet had brought back a hitherto lost memory of last night—he had washed his feet, and taken off his muddy trousers too, after fleeing back to his room

  from the statue; and he hadn’t cleaned up because of any particular fastidiousness, it seemed to him now, but out of an irrational fear of Sussex dirt. So he must have gone outside one more

  time ... at least. He searched his memory now for any recollection of it, but could come up with nothing.




  Could he have been searching for the ring again? The question frightened him as soon as he posed it to himself, for it implied the conceivability of some other reason. He forced himself

  to concentrate on unstrapping his luggage.




  People were coming out of the house now. Crawford recognized the minister who had had him and Julia to tea at the local rectory a fortnight ago; and the man behind him was Julia’s father;

  and the lady in the blue velvet stole—whose shuffling, undersea-creature gait was the result, he decided, of a reluctance to look down at the stepping stones for fear of disarranging her tall

  rose-studded coiffure—must have been Julia’s aunt, though previously Crawford had only seen her in a housedress, with her hair pulled up in a tight bun.




  And the scowling girl hanging behind, he thought warily, must be Julia’s twin sister Josephine. She’s got Julia’s coloring, I suppose, but she’s far too thin—and

  why does she hunch her shoulders so? Maybe this is the defensive “mechanical” pose Julia told me she assumes in stressful situations—if so it’s even less attractive, and far

  less funny, than Julia described it.




  Away from the leather-and-meat-pie smell of the carriage, he noticed for the first time the smells of rural East Sussex—clay and flowers and a whiff of a distant dairy. It was all a long

  way from the musks of sick people and the sharp reek of vinegar-washed hospital walls.




  He had got his bags free, and he set them down on the road’s gravel verge just in time for the boy, rushing back again, to pick them up and wrestle them in a sort of running waddle back

  toward the house. Remembering that Josephine disapproved of her sister’s marrying a physician—particularly one who currently specialized in an area of medicine that was by tradition the

  domain of unprofessional old women—Crawford pretended not to see her, and instead made a show of greeting her father and aunt.




  “Julia’s upstairs,” her father said as he led the new arrivals toward the house, “worrying about her hair and her clothes. You know how brides are.” Crawford

  thought he heard Josephine mutter something behind him, and then the old man seemed to realize that he had said something awkward. “By which—uh—I mean merely—”




  Crawford forced a smile. “I’m sure she needn’t worry about such things,” he said. “I’ve never seen her looking less than splendid.”




  Visibly relieved to have got past his apparent reference to Crawford’s first wife, old Mr. Carmody nodded rapidly, blinking and smiling. “Oh, to be sure, to be sure. The very image

  of her departed mother, she is.”




  Crawford was glancing back toward the road and the carriage as Mr. Carmody said this, and so he saw the expression on Josephine’s narrow face change instantly from spite to vacuity; she

  kept walking, but her arms and legs were stiff now, and her head, when she looked away, moved in one abrupt jerk, like the instantaneous movement of a spider. Her nostrils were wide and white.

  Clearly this was her mechanical pose.




  He looked ahead at her father, expecting more apologetic mumbling for having brought up what was clearly another awkward subject, but the old man stumped on unaware, grinning and shaking his

  head at some comment Appleton had made.




  Crawford raised an eyebrow. The old man didn’t seem unobservant or thoughtless—but surely, if the subject of his deceased wife was so evidently traumatic to one of his daughters, he

  ought sometime to have noticed? He’d have had twenty years to stumble across the fact, for the twins’ mother had bled to death minutes after having given birth to Josephine, the second

  of them.




  Once inside the house, the travellers were given mugs of cider and plates of bread and cheese, and, as they worked their way through the refreshments, they pretended to enjoy the efforts of the

  young man wringing doomful melodies out of the bagpipe. At last Mr. Carmody halted the recital and offered to show his guests to their rooms.




  Crawford obediently went to his room and washed his face in the basin on the dresser, but then he went back out into the hall and stole down to Julia’s room. She answered his knock and

  proved to be alone in spite of the wedding preparations, and she was still dressed casually in a green cotton dress. With her shoes off she seemed even shorter than usual, making her abundant

  figure and narrow waist even more startling. Her long brown hair was still slightly damp from a recent washing.




  “You’re nearly a full day late,” she said after she’d kissed him. “Break a wheel?”




  “Delayed by a rough delivery,” he told her. “A charity ward case—her family only got her to the hospital after some midwife had made an almost fatal hash of the

  job.” He sat down on the window seat. “I finally got to see your sister, out front just now. She really doesn’t look well.”




  Julia sat beside him and took his hand. “Oh, poor Josephine is just upset that you’re taking me away. I’ll miss her, too, but I’ve got a life of my own. She’s got

  to ... become Josephine.” Julia shrugged. “Whoever that may turn out to be.”




  “Somebody in some trouble, I think. How long has she been doing that mechanical trick?”




  “Oh, ever since she was a baby, practically—she asked me once when we were children what I did to keep the night-scaries from getting me when I was in bed at night. I asked her what

  she did, and she said she would rock back and forth like a pump-arm or a clockwork or something, so that the scaries would say to themselves,” Julia assumed a deep voice, “oh,

  this isn’t human, this isn’t prey—this is some kind of a construction.” Julia smiled sadly.




  “She did it out in the yard a little while ago, though, when your father mentioned your mother. She could hardly have thought the night-boogers were after her then.”




  “No, she isn’t afraid of ghosty things anymore, poor thing. Now she just does her clockwork trick when things happen that she can’t bear—I guess she reckons that if

  Josephine can’t stand whatever’s going on right now, it’s best if Josephine stops existing for a while, until it’s over.”




  “Jesus.” Crawford looked out the window at the sunlit leaves in the high branches. “Is that ... I mean, did you and your father ... you have tried to help her over this,

  this thing about her, your mother, have you? Because—”




  “Of course we have,” Julia spread her hands. “But it’s never done any good. We’ve always told her that my mother’s death wasn’t her fault. She

  just won’t listen—ever since she was a little girl she’s had the idea that she killed her.”




  Crawford looked out the window at the path on which he’d first seen Josephine, and he shook his head.




  “We really have tried to help her, Michael. You know me, you know I would. But it’s useless—and really, try to imagine what we’ve gone through living with her!

  Good lord, until only a few years ago she’d every now and then believe she was me—it was humiliating, she’d wear my clothes, visit my friends—I can’t ... tell

  you how I felt. You must have known some young girls when you were growing up, you must have seen how easily their feelings get hurt! Honestly, I really thought sometimes that I’d have to run

  away, make new friends somewhere else. And of course my friends had a fine time then pretending to mistake me for her.”




  Crawford nodded sympathetically. “Say, she’s not going to do it now, is she?” He winced at the thought of Josephine making some scene by pretending that she was his

  bride.




  Julia laughed. “That would be dramatic, wouldn’t it? No, I finally stopped it by following her one day and confronting her as she was harassing some of my friends. And even then she

  tried to continue the ... pretense for a minute or so. My friends nearly choked, they were laughing so hard. It was hard for me to do, to humiliate both of us that way, but it

  worked.”




  Julia stood up and smiled. “Now you’re not supposed to be in here—be off and get dressed, we’ll be seeing each other soon enough.”




  The wedding was performed at nine o’clock that evening in the wide Carmody drawing room, with the bride and groom kneeling on cushions on the floor. During almost the

  entire ceremony the late summer sun slanted in through the west windows and glowed gold and rose in the crystal glasses ranged on a shelf, and as the light faded and servants brought in lamps, the

  minister declared Michael and Julia man and wife by the authority vested in him.




  Josephine had been the strikingly unemotional maid of honor, and at this point she and Boyd were supposed to go out to the kitchen and come back, Josephine with an oatcake and Boyd with a wooden

  stoup of strong ale; the stoup was to be passed around the company after Crawford took the first gulp, and Josephine was to break the oatcake ceremoniously over Julia’s head, symbolically

  assuring Julia’s fertility and bestowing good luck on the guests who picked up the crumbs from the floor.




  But when Josephine held the little cake over Julia’s head, she stared at it for a moment and then lowered it and crouched to set it carefully on the floor. “I can’t break her

  in half,” she said quietly, as if to herself, and then she walked slowly back to the kitchen.




  “Well, so much for children,” said Crawford into the resulting silence. He drank some of the ale, and covered his embarrassment with a savoring grin. “Good brewers they have

  hereabouts,” he said quietly to Boyd as he passed the stoup to him. “Thank God it was the biscuit that they made her carry, and not this.”




  Actually, Crawford wanted to have children—his first marriage had produced none, and he hoped the defect had been poor Caroline’s and not his ... and he didn’t want to believe

  the rumor that Caroline had been pregnant when the house she’d been living in burned down, for at that point he had not even spoken to her for a year.




  He was, after all, an obstetrician—an accoucheur—and in spite of the two years he had spent stitching up the wounds and sawing off the shattered limbs of His Majesty’s

  sailors in the wars with Spain and the United States, delivering babies was what he did best. He wished Julia’s mother could have been attended by someone with his own degree of skill.




  The difficult delivery at St. George’s Hospital had made him and Boyd miss the stagecoach they were originally to have taken south from London early yesterday, and while they had waited in

  the taproom of the coaching inn for the next one, Boyd had irritably asked him why, after all his complicated surgical training, he should choose to devote his career to an area of medicine which

  not only made him late for his own wedding, but which “old wives have been handling just fine for thousands of years anyway.”




  Crawford had called for another pitcher, refilled his glass and then tried to explain.




  “First off, Jack, they haven’t been handling it ‘just fine.’ Most expectant mothers would be better off with no attendance at all than with a midwife. I’m

  generally called in only after the midwife has made some awful mistake, and some of the scenes I’ve walked in on would make you turn pale—yes, even you with your scars from Abukir and

  Trafalgar. And there’s a difference when it’s an infant, a person who ... who you can’t think up any well-at-any-rates for—you know, ‘Well at any rate he knew

  what he was getting into when he signed on,’ or ‘Well at any rate if the man ever lived who deserved it, it was him,’ or ‘Well at any rate he had his faith to sustain him

  through this.’ An infant is ... what, innocent, but more than that, not only innocent but aware too. It’s a person who hasn’t seen or understood or agreed to anything, but

  will, if given time—and therefore you can’t be satisfied with a merely good rate of survival for them, the way you can with ... oh, tomato seedlings or pedigreed dog litters.”




  “Still,” Boyd had said, “it’ll no doubt be squared away and systematized before long. Is there really enough there to occupy your whole life?”




  Crawford had paused to drain his glass and call for another pitcher. “Uh ... yes. Yes. Plain old prudery is what has kept it so primitive—it’s made a, a fenced off

  jungle of this area of medicine. Even now a male doctor can usually only assist at a delivery if they’ve got a sheet draped over the mother—he has to do his best with groping

  about blindly underneath, and so a lot of times he cuts the umbilical cord in the wrong place, and the mother or the child bleeds to death. And no one has begun to figure out what sorts of

  foods an expectant mother should eat or not eat in order to have a healthy child. And the goddamned ‘literature’ on the whole subject is just an accumulation of bad guesses and

  superstitions and misfiled veterinary notes.”




  The fresh pitcher arrived, and Boyd paid for it. Crawford, still absorbed in his subject, laughed then, though his frown didn’t unkink.




  “Hell, man,” he went on, automatically refilling his glass, “only a few years ago I looked up in the Corporation of Surgeons’ library a Swiss manuscript catalogued as

  being on the subject of caesarian birth, in a big portfolio known as The Menotti Miscellany ... and I discovered that it wasn’t about birth at all—the person who catalogued the

  manuscript had simply looked at the drawings in the wrong order.”




  Boyd frowned at that, then raised his eyebrows. “What, you mean it was a manuscript on how to insert a baby into a woman?”




  “Nearly. It was a procedure to surgically implant a little statue into a human body.” Crawford had had to raise his hand at that point to silence Boyd. “Let me finish. The

  manuscript was in a sort of abbreviated Latin, as if the surgeon who wrote it had just been making notes to himself and never expected them to be read by anyone else, and the drawings were crude,

  but I soon realized that it wasn’t even a woman’s body but a man’s body the thing was being put into. And yet for hundreds of years this manuscript has been catalogued as a

  work on caesarian delivery!”




  Through the inn’s window he had seen the coach entering the yard then, and he drained his mug in several long swallows. “There’s our transport to Warnham, where we meet

  Appleton. Anyway,” he said as they got up and hefted their baggage, “you can see why I don’t agree that childbirthing is likely to become an orderly art any time soon.”




  Crawford and Boyd had dragged their baggage out of the building and across the pavement to the coach. The horses were being changed and the driver was gone, presumably into the taproom they had

  just left.




  “Well?” said Boyd finally. When Crawford gave him a blank look, he went on almost angrily, “So why did this Macaroni person want to put a statue inside of

  somebody?”




  “Oh! Oh, right, of course.” Crawford had thought about it for a moment, then shrugged. “I don’t know, Jack. It was seven or eight hundred years ago—probably

  nobody’ll ever find out. But my point was—”




  “I got your point,” Boyd had assured him tiredly. “You like birthing children.”




  And here his new sister-in-law was messing up the traditional fertility rituals of his wedding. Crawford smiled as Julia broke away from her father and the minister, who were

  talking by the drawing room window, and crossed to where he and Boyd were standing.




  “Well, it was mostly traditional Scottish, dear,” she said, bending down to pick up the biscuit Josephine had left on the floor. “And it wasn’t actually an

  oat-cake anyway—it was a Biddenden cake from just across the Weald in Kent.” She handed it to Crawford.




  “I remember those, Miss—uh, Mrs. Crawford,” said Boyd, who had grown up in Sussex. “They used to be given out at Easter, didn’t they?”




  “That’s right,” Julia said. “Michael, oughtn’t we to be getting aboard Mr.—aboard your carriage and leaving? It’s getting dark, and Hastings is a few

  miles off.”




  “You’re right.” He dropped the biscuit into his coat pocket. “And we’re supposed to be on the Calais boat by noon. I’ll begin making our goodbyes.”




  Appleton and Boyd were staying on and taking separate coaches back to London tomorrow. He found them and shook their hands, smiling to conceal a sudden, momentary urge to go back with them, and

  to leave to braver souls the whole undertaking of marriage.




  Julia had come up beside him and touched his shoulder. He nodded to his friends, then turned and took her arm and began leading her toward the front door.




  The moon ducked in and out of muscular-looking clouds overhead as the landau rattled along the shore road, and a wind had sprung up that nearly drowned out the distant

  respiration of the waves. Crawford pulled the fur robe more tightly around Julia and himself, thankful that the carriage roof had been put up; and he was charitably hoping, as he watched the steam

  of his breath plume away, that the driver had had a lot of old Mr. Carmody’s brandy before they’d left.




  The wildness of the night seemed to have got into the horses, for they were nearly galloping in the harnesses, their ears laid back and sparks flying from their hooves even though the road

  wasn’t particularly flinty—the carriage arrowed through the luckily empty streets of St. Leonards only about ten minutes after leaving Bexhill-on-Sea, and shortly after that Crawford

  could see the lights and buildings of Hastings ahead, and he heard the driver swearing at the horses as he worked at reining them in.




  The carriage finally slowed to a stop in front of the Keller Inn, and Crawford helped Julia step down onto pavement that seemed, after the wild ride, to be rocking like the deck of a ship.




  They were expected, and several young men in the inn’s livery sprinted out of the building to haul the luggage down from the boot. Crawford tried to pay for the ride, but was told that

  Appleton had covered it, and so he made do with tipping the driver lavishly before the man got back up onto the seat to take the carriage back to Appleton’s house in London.




  Then, suddenly both impatient and self-conscious, Crawford took Julia’s elbow and followed the baggage-laden servants into the building. Several minutes later an amber glow of lamplight

  flared to define an upstairs window, and presently it went out.




  Morning sunlight, fragmented by the warped glass of the windowpane, was spattered and streaked like a frozen fountain across the wall when Crawford was awakened by the

  maid’s knock. He was stiff and feverish, though he hadn’t had an appreciable amount to drink the night before, and for the first few minutes, while he was facing the sunny wall, he

  thought he was still in Warnham, and that it was tonight that he was supposed to get married.




  Brown stains on the quilt in front of his eyes seemed to confirm it. That’s right, he thought blurrily, I went out barefoot into the muddy yard last night ... and had some kind of

  drink-spawned hallucination, and failed to find the wedding ring. I’d better go look for it again this morning. Vaguely he wondered what the mud had consisted of—there was certainly a

  strange smell in the room, like the heavy odors of an operating theater.




  And why were these bluish quartz crystals lying on the sheet? There must have been half a dozen of them, each as big as a sparrow’s egg. He could understand having picked them

  up—they were eye-catching little pebbles, knobby but bright with an amethystine glitter—but why scatter them across the bed?




  The maid knocked again. With a groan he rolled over—




  —And then he screamed and convulsed right out of the bed and onto the floor, and he crawled backward across the polished wood, piling up carpets at his back, until the wall stopped him,

  and he was still screaming with every quick breath.




  The brown stains had not been mud.




  His lungs were heaving inside his ribs with the stress of his inhuman shrieking, but his mind was stopped, as static as a smashed clock; and though his eyes were clenched tightly shut now, all

  he could see were bones jutting terribly white from torn and crushed flesh, and blood everywhere. He wasn’t Michael Crawford now, nor even a human—for an endless minute he was nothing

  but a crystallized knot of horror and profound denial.




  He consisted of an impulse to stop existing—but the very fact of breathing linked him to the world, and the world now began to intrude. Hugely against his will he became aware of sounds

  again.




  The maid had fled, but now there were masculine voices outside the door, which shook with knockings loud enough to be heard over Crawford’s continuing screams. Finally there was a heavy

  impact against the panels, and then another, and the third one splintered the door broadly enough so that an eye could peer in, and then a gnarled hand snaked through and pulled back the bolt. At

  last the door was swung open.




  The first two men into the room rushed to the bed, but after a glance at the crushed, redly glistening ruin that had last night been Julia Crawford, they turned their stiff, pale faces toward

  Crawford, who had by now managed to stifle his screams by biting his fist very hard and staring at the floor.




  Crawford was aware that the men had stumbled out of the room, and he could hear shouting and a racket that might have been someone being devastatingly sick. After a while men—perhaps some

  of the same ones—came back in.




  They hastily bundled up his clothes and shoes and helped him get dressed in the hall, and then they took him—carried him, practically—downstairs to the kitchen and gave him a cup of

  brandy.




  “We’ve sent someone to fetch the sheriff,” said one man shakily. “What in the name of Jesus happened?”




  Crawford took a long sip of the liquor, and he found that he was able to think and speak. “I don’t know!” he whispered. “How could that—have

  happened!—while I was asleep?”




  The two men looked at each other, then left him alone there.




  He had known at a glance that she was dead—he had seen too many violent fatalities in the Navy to entertain any doubt—but if a body in that condition had been

  brought to him after a sea battle, he would have assumed that a mast section had fallen across it, or that an unmoored cannon had recoiled and crushed it against a bulkhead. What had

  happened to her?




  Crawford recalled that one of the men who broke into the room had glanced at the ceiling, apparently half expecting to see a great gap from which some titanic piece of masonry would have fallen,

  but the plaster was sound, with only a few spots of blood. And how had Crawford not only come through unscratched, but slept right through it? Could he have been drugged, or knocked

  unconscious? As a doctor, he was unable to discover in himself the after-effects of either one.




  What kind of husband sleeps through the brutal murder—and rape, possibly, though there would be no way to derive a guess about that from the devastated body upstairs—of his own wife?

  Hadn’t there been something about “protecting” in the vows he’d taken last night?




  But how could a killer have got into the room? The door was bolted from the inside, and the window was at least a dozen feet above the pavement, and was in any case too small for even a child to

  crawl through ... and this murder wasn’t the work of any child—Crawford estimated that it would take a strong man, even with a sledgehammer, to crush a ribcage so totally.




  And how in the name of God had he slept through it?




  He was unable to stop seeing that smashed horror in the bed, and he knew that it completed a triumvirate, along with the burning house in which Caroline had died and the overturned boat in the

  surf that had drowned his younger brother. And he knew that these things would forever be obstacles to any other subject for his attention, like rough boulders blocking the doorways and corridors

  of an otherwise comfortable house.




  He wondered, almost objectively, whether he would find a way to avoid dying by his own hand.




  He had refilled his brandy cup at least once, but now he was nauseated by the sharp fumes of it, and out of consideration for their kitchen floor—That’s good, interrupted his

  mind hysterically, their kitchen floor! How about the floor upstairs, and the bed and the mattress!—he decided to go outside into the garden.




  The fresh sea breeze dispelled his nausea, and he walked aimlessly down the narrow, shaded lanes, trying to lose his abhorrent individuality in the vivid smells and colors of the flowers.




  He put his hands into the pockets of his coat, and he felt something which, after a moment’s puzzlement, he was able to identify as the Biddenden cake Josephine had failed to break at the

  wedding the night before. He took it out of the pocket. There was a raised pattern on the crumbly surface and, looking closely, he saw that it was a representation of two women physically joined at

  the hip. Crawford had read of twins who’d been born so, though he didn’t know why the town of Biddenden should celebrate one such pair on their biscuits. He crumbled the thing up in his

  hands and scattered it over the path for the birds.




  After a while he began to walk back toward where the rear wall of the inn rose above the greenery, but he halted when he heard voices behind a hedge ahead of him, for he didn’t want to

  have to talk to anyone.




  “What do you mean, ‘should have restrained him’?” came a man’s voice angrily. “I’m not a member of the Watch—and anyway, nobody would have guessed

  that he could walk away. We carried him down the stairs to the kitchen.”




  “Murderers are generally good actors,” said another voice.




  Crawford was suddenly dizzy with rage, and actually reeled back a step; he took a deep breath, but before he could shout he heard another voice say, “Did you hear how his first wife

  died?”—and he sagged and let the breath out.




  







  CHAPTER 3




  

    

      I will drain him dry as hay:




      Sleep shall neither night nor day




      Hang upon his pent-house lid;




      He shall live a man forbid:




      Weary se’nnights nine times nine




      Shall he dwindle, peak and pine:




      Though his bark cannot be lost,




      Yet he shall be tempest-tost.




      

        

          —Shakespeare,




          Macbeth


        


      


    


  




  “FIRST WIFE? No. How did you?”




  “The father and sister of the dead woman upstairs got here a few minutes ago—they’re in the dining room. They say his first wife ran off with a Navy man who got her with child,

  and Crawford found out about it and burned down the house she was living in. Her Navy man tried to get into the burning house to save her, but Crawford fought him, on the street out front, long

  enough to make it impossible for anyone to get inside.”




  Crawford’s eyes and jaws and fists were all clenched tight, and he had to crouch to keep from falling over. He could hear the blood pressure singing in his head.




  “Jesus,” said the first man. “And did you see what he did to the Carmody girl upstairs? Like a mill wheel rolled over her. And then he went back to sleep! The doctor says,

  judging from her temperature and the way the blood’s dried, that she was killed around midnight. So old Crawford was sleeping there next to that thing for something like seven

  hours!”




  “I’ll tell you one thing, I’m not searching this damn garden without a pistol in my hand.”




  “That’s a point. Yeah, let’s ...”




  The voices drifted away then. Crawford sat down in the grass and held his head in his hands. These people were so wrong, about so many things, that he despaired of ever getting it all

  straightened out ... but the worst of it was that Mr. Carmody apparently believed that old story about Caroline’s death.




  It had been about six years ago—Caroline had left him, but though he had known which house she was living in in London, he hadn’t been able to work up the nerve to go and confront

  her; it was too much like making a perilous leap from one high rooftop to another—an error would be fatal. He might simply fall, simply ruin any possibility that she would come back to him

  ... for there would be only one chance, she wouldn’t feel that she owed him more than one conversation.




  And so for ten days he had ignored his medical practice to sit all day in a pub across the street from the house she was in, trying to judge the perfect moment to see her and ask her to

  return.




  And before he did, the place had caught fire. Crawford thought now that the Navy man might have set it intentionally when he’d learned—when he had got the impression—that she

  was pregnant.




  When smoke had begun gouting out of the upstairs windows, Crawford had dropped his beer and sprinted out of the pub and across the street, and he’d been slamming his shoulder against the

  front door when the sailor had opened it from inside, to come lurching and coughing out in a cloud of acrid smoke. Crawford had bulled past him, shouting “Caroline!”—but the

  sailor had caught him by the collar and whirled him back outside.




  “Hopeless,” the man had wheezed at him. “Only be killin’ yourself.”




  But Crawford had heard a scream from inside. “That’s my wife,” he gasped, tearing away from the sailor.




  He had taken only one running step back toward the house when a hard punch to the kidney brought him to his knees; but when the Navy man grabbed him under the arms to haul him out onto the

  street, Crawford drove an elbow, with as much force as he could muster, back into the man’s crotch.




  The sailor collapsed forward, and Crawford caught his arm and spun him out into the street, where he fell and rolled moaning in the dust. Crawford turned back toward the open door, but at that

  moment the upper floor gave way and crashed down into the ground floor, exploding out through the doorway such a burst of sparks and heat that Crawford was lifted off his feet and tossed right over

  the hunched sailor.




  His eyebrows and a lot of his hair were gone, and his clothing would have been aflame in moments if someone had not flung on him the contents of a pail of water that had been brought to douse

  the wall of one of the surrounding houses.




  The fire was officially declared an accident, but rumors—and even a couple of street ballads—hinted that Crawford had set it in revenge, and then prevented the Navy man from getting

  inside to rescue Caroline. Crawford thought the sailor himself might have started the rumors, for a couple of the onlookers at the fire had remarked acidly on his hasty solo escape.




  And this thing now was far, far worse. Of course people will take it for granted that I killed Julia, he thought. They won’t listen to me. And already errors have begun to creep

  into the story—such as the doctor’s statement that she died at around midnight. I know she was still alive at dawn. I remember drowsily making love to her while the curtains were

  just beginning to lighten; she was straddling me, sitting on top of me, and while I don’t know if I ever did wake up fully, I know I didn’t dream it.




  I can either stay, and be arrested, and almost certainly hang ... or I can run, leave the country. Of course, if I run, everybody will conclude that I did kill her, but I don’t think my

  voluntary submission to arrest and trial would make them think any differently.




  All I can do, he thought, is run.




  He felt better after deciding; at least now he had a clear goal, and something to think about besides Julia’s intolerably sundered body.




  He stood up cautiously—and instantly there was a shout and the stunning bam of a gunshot, and a tree branch beside his head exploded in stinging splinters.




  And then Crawford was running, back through the lanes of the garden, toward the back wall. Another shot boomed behind him and his left hand was whiplashed upward, spraying blood across his eyes,

  but he leaped, caught the wall with his right hand, and contorted his body up and outward through empty air; a moment later he hit rocky dirt hard on his side, but as soon as he had stopped sliding

  he made himself roll back up onto his feet and hobble down a slope to a rutted, building-shaded alley.




  Only when he saw the man on the horse at the street end of the alley did he realize that he had picked up a fist-sized stone, and almost without volition his arm drew back to fling it with all

  his remaining strength.




  But, “Michael!” the man called softly in a familiar voice, and Crawford dropped the stone.




  “My God,” he gasped haltingly, limping forward with wincing haste, “you’ve got to ... get me out of here! They think ...”




  “I know what they think,” said Appleton, swinging down out of the saddle. “Can you—” he began, but then he looked at Crawford more closely. “Good heavens, are

  you shot?”




  “Just my hand.” Crawford now looked at it for the first time, and his pupils contracted with shock. The index and little fingers looked flayed, but his ring finger was gone, along

  with his wedding ring, leaving only a ragged, glistening stump from which blood was falling rapidly to make bright red spots on the dirt and the toes of his boots.




  “Jesus Christ,” he whispered, suddenly wobbly on his legs. “Jesus, man, look what ...”




  His eyes unfocussed, but before he could fall, Appleton stepped forward and slapped him across the face twice, forehand and backhand. “Faint later,” he said harshly. “Right now

  you’ve got to ride or die. Tourniquet that as soon as you’re beyond pursuit—there’s fifty pounds and a note in the saddlebag, but it seems that what you’ll need

  soonest is the string I tied around them. Foresightful of me to have used it, eh?”




  Voices could be heard shouting on the far side of the wall, and somewhere hooves were knocking on cobblestones. Appleton gave the ashen Crawford a leg up into the saddle, clearly half expecting

  him to tumble right back to the ground on the other side of the horse.




  But Crawford took the reins in his right hand, kicked his boots into the stirrups, pushed his heels down to be able to grip the horse, and, when Appleton gave the horse a loud slap across the

  thigh, he hunched forward as his mount sprang away west down the broad Hastings street in the morning sunlight. He clamped his teeth on the stump of his missing finger and worked very hard at not

  being violently sick.




  Only the highest chimney-pots still glowed in the reddening sunlight as the stagecoach lurched and lunged its slow way up the crowded length of Borough High Street in London,

  and when it stopped in front of an inn near the new Marshalsea Prison, Crawford was the first passenger to alight from the carriage.




  In a back corner of a Brighton tavern at midmorning he had tied a clean cloth around his finger-stump and then drenched it in brandy before gingerly pulling on a pair of gloves. Now, after more

  riding and no rest and finally, after abandoning the exhausted horse, six straight hours jammed between two fat women in the London coach, he was obviously fevered—his hand was throbbing like

  a blacksmith’s bellows, and his breathing was hotly metallic and echoing in his head.




  He had used some of Appleton’s money to buy clothes and a new leather portmanteau to carry them in, and though it was light luggage compared to what he had left behind in the Hastings

  hotel room, he had to repress a groan when he picked it up from where the coachman had casually set it down.




  As he walked away up High Street he stayed in the shadows under the overhanging second stories of the old half-timbered houses, for he was nervous about all the prisons around him. Ahead of him

  to the left, on the Thames bank, stood the burned-out ruin of the famous Clink, and behind him, just south of the new prison where the stage had stopped, was the King’s Bench Prison. Why the

  hell, he thought peevishly, didn’t Appleton think of the alarming nature of this area, and send me somewhere else?




  The Borough’s many sewage ditches always smelled horrible, but after this hot summer day the fumes seemed to hint at some sort of cloacal fermentation, and he worried about compounding his

  fever in the bad air. At least it was medical students he was going to stay with.




  The street was clogged with homeward-bound costermonger carts, every one of which seemed to have a dog riding on top, but soon he could see, over them, the arch of London Bridge—and

  remembering the instructions in Appleton’s note, he turned right down the last street before the bridge. He turned right again at the next corner, and found himself, as the note had said, on

  Dean Street. He walked down to the narrow house that was number eight—it was right across the street from a Baptist chapel, another dubious omen—and obediently rattled the doorknocker.

  A headache had begun behind his eyes, and he was sweating heavily under his coat.




  As he waited on the cobblestones, he mentally reviewed Appleton’s note. “Pretend to be a Medical Student,” Appleton had written. “You’re a bit old, but there are

  older. Be frankish about your Navy experience, for you could have been a Dresser to a Naval Surgeon without getting any Credentials, but be vague about questions touching on whose Lectures you are

  attending. It’s unlikely that you will be recognized, but of course don’t talk about Obstetrics. Henry Stephens will not press you for Answers once he knows that you are a Friend of

  mine, Nor will he let others do so.”




  The door was pulled open by a sturdy young man who was shorter than Crawford. Crawford thought he looked more like a laborer than a medical student. His reddish-brown hair had obviously been

  pushed back from his forehead only a moment before.
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