
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Twilight Gods

        

        
        
          Hayden Thorne

        

        
          Published by Hayden Thorne, 2019.

        

    


THE TWILIGHT GODS

*

Copyright © 2019 Hayden Thorne

Cover art © Hayden Thorne

*

First edition © 2009 

Second edition © 2015

*

Written by Hayden Thorne

*

This story within is a work of fiction. All events, institutions, themes, persons, characters, and plots are completely fictional inventions of the author. Any resemblance to people living or deceased, actual places, or events is purely coincidental and entirely unintentional.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping, or by any information storage retrieval system, without the permission in writing from the author.    



  	
	    
	      Also by Hayden Thorne

	    

      
	    
          
	      Arcana Europa

          
        
          
	          Guardian Angel

          
        
          
	          The Flowers of St. Aloysius

          
        
          
	          Hell-Knights

          
        
          
	          Children of Hyacinth

          
        
          
	          The Amaranth Maze

          
        
          
	          A Murder of Crows

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Curiosities

          
        
          
	          Dollhouse

          
        
          
	          Automata

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Dolores

          
        
          
	          Ambrose

          
        
          
	          Echoes in the Glass

          
        
          
	          A Dirge for St. Monica

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Ghosts and Tea

          
        
          
	          The Ghosts of St. Grimald Priory

          
        
          
	          Agnes of Haywood Hall

          
        
          
	          A Most Unearthly Rival

          
        
          
	          The Haunted Inkwell

          
        
          
	          The House of Creeping Dolls

          
        
          
	          The Heart of Ameinias

          
        
          
	          Ada and the Singing Skull

          
        
          
	          The Dubious Commode

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Grotesqueries

          
        
          
	          A Castle for Rowena

          
        
          
	          The Rusted Lily

          
        
          
	          Primavera

          
        
          
	          The House of Ash

          
        
          
	          Nightshade's Emporium

          
        
          
	          Voices in the Briars

          
        
          
	          The Perfect Rochester

          
        
          
	          Compline

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Masks

          
        
          
	          Masks: The Original Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Curse of Arachnaman

          
        
          
	          Mimi Attacks!

          
        
          
	          Dr. Morbid's Castle of Blood

          
        
          
	          The Porcelain Carnival

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Renfred's Masquerade

          
        
          
	          Rose and Spindle

          
        
          
	          Gold in the Clouds

          
        
          
	          Helleville

          
        
          
	          Icarus in Flight

          
        
          
	          Arabesque

          
        
          
	          Banshee

          
        
          
	          Wollstone

          
        
          
	          The Glass Minstrel

          
        
          
	          Henning

          
        
          
	          The Twilight Gods

          
        
          
	          The Book of Lost Princes

          
        
          
	          The Winter Garden and Other Stories

          
        
          
	          Desmond and Garrick

          
        
          
	          The Cecilian Blue-Collar Chronicles

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Hayden Thorne’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1


[image: ]




“Lord. What time is it?”

“Time to die of boredom.”

“Not unless Mrs. Withering’s tea overcomes us first. I see you haven’t even touched yours. I should have done that. I think I’ll be ill soon.”

“No, no, Mr. Maddox is proving to be a much stronger murderous force, damn him.”

Time had slowed to a painful crawl. It was all Norris could do to wait out the long, excruciating minutes staring at his hands. Imagination could be a blessing in moments such as this, and his fingers had been transformed into fiery tentacles, icy and needle-like appendages, and life-sucking, beastly leeches.

“Indeed, it’s imperative that equestrian pieces flank an ormolu clock, though one must take care to keep them from being too symmetrical,” Mr. William Maddox declared with a gravity that sounded ill-matched to his nasal drone. Norris sighed and looked up, a faint haze forming before his eyes. “A knight with a lance on one side, for example, ought to be partnered with another brandishing a mace or an axe, as you know, Mrs. Woodhead.”

“We’ve a lovely six-light candelabra pair guarding our clock,” Norris’ mother said with a proud lift of her chin. It was quite likely her thin mouth curled at the corner. A bad sign, Norris thought, though he couldn’t clearly see his mother’s expression from where he sat. A smirk from his mother marked the end of any young spark’s hopes in entering the family circle. “A young girl plays with two sprightly cherubs around the clock face, and the candelabras are also held up by frolicking cherubs. One sweet angel for each candelabrum, of course. All three pieces together are quite fanciful but extremely pretty.”

Mr. Maddox refused to be outdone. He returned his hostess’ most-likely-smirk with a cocked eyebrow. “Are they French, madam?”

“Naturally. Quite old and priceless, they are—from Louis’ reign, at that.” According to Mr. Dumfries, the clock merchant, anyway, as he desperately enticed Norris’ mother with the item while the threat of bankruptcy hung over his head. Norris could still remember the poor man’s miserable look as he wrung his hands behind the cluttered counter, his eyes darting to the shop’s door as though he were anticipating creditors to step in at any moment to drag him away and toss him in the Thames.

“And which Louis do you refer to, if I might ask?”

Norris’ mother regarded her challenger in some surprise. “Why, the most recent one, of course! The fat fellow who lost his head! Does it make a difference, sir?”

Norris sighed and glanced down at his hands. “Oh, lord,” he whispered as the conversation grew livelier and livelier, and not in a pleasant way. Then he felt a slight tap against his foot, and he stole a sidelong glance at Christopher, who sat beside him on the sofa. “What?” Norris hissed.

“Faint,” his brother whispered back, a note of desperate urgency in his voice.

“What?”

“Faint!”

Norris blinked. “What! Me! Why me? I never faint!”

Christopher nudged his foot again, this time with a little more force. “I don’t care if you never faint, never eat, never talk, or never think! Just do it!”

“Only girls faint!”

“Oh? Try to get one of our sisters to do that, you blockhead!”

Norris was about to argue that fainting was a talent unique to ladies, when he realized that both his sisters sat too far from them. They certainly couldn’t be alerted to such an extreme request. Mr. Maddox sat near the hearth and faced their parents, who, in turn, flanked Margaret and Mary. The girls were trapped, though they appeared not at all bored or nearly driven mad from the tedium of the slowly dragging hours. In fact, Margaret, who was the object of Mr. Maddox’s attentions, looked deliriously triumphant beside her sister, who listened to the young man with narrowed eyes and an expression that could only be described as fierce and vulture-like. Norris was convinced Mary was waiting for Mr. Maddox to slip in conversation, so she could use it against him and his designs on Margaret. Crushing her sister’s hopes in marriage was something she took such perverse delight in. The two girls had always been bitter rivals in courtships, and it was to their great and questionable credit they remained single because each sought to destroy her sister’s opportunities whenever the moment came. Norris was certain Mr. William Maddox wouldn’t last the day, and poor Betty, their servant, was doomed to sweep up his remains.

All the same, Norris was now forced into action since he was the only one with whom Christopher could communicate. The sofa the brothers sat on was at a distance from the rest of the group, more specifically at an angle that made it inconvenient for the others to look in their direction. In fact, it was moved with such a design in mind before Mr. Maddox appeared. Christopher, who obviously had a quick escape planned, had ordered it. Thankfully no one else in the family noticed anything amiss when they all swept inside the front parlor as a group in time for tea. Their attention was fixed on Mr. Maddox for good or ill, and the gentleman appeared to be too intent in conquering the family’s doubts to notice the curious distance between his hosts and their sons throughout the conversation.

“Do it!”

“No!”

“Do you want to stay in here for the rest of that fool’s visit?” Christopher whispered more fiercely. “Get us both out, Norris, and do it right now, or by God, I’ll beat you black and blue!”

“Then promise me that you’ll take me to the exhibition!”

“What the devil are you going on about?”

Norris refused to be bullied or intimidated. “I want to see the exhibition! Mama refuses to let me go alone, and you know Papa doesn’t care about what goes on around the house.”

Christopher sighed irritably. “You fool.”

Before Norris could respond, Christopher gave his back a push with such force as to send him toppling forward and landing on the rug with a small yelp. His breath momentarily knocked out of him, Norris lay face down for a few seconds in speechless shock.

“Lord!” Christopher exclaimed as he leaped to his feet, his voice breaking the conversation across the room from them. He gave his brother a nudge with the toe of his shoe in warning. “Norris fainted!”

“Did he?” Their father yawned from where he sat. He’d been sleeping the entire time, despite their mother’s earlier nagging for him to remain alert during Mr. Maddox’s visit. Then again, he’d never cared a whit for ceremony. “What on earth for?”

“I don’t know, Papa,” Christopher replied. “I’ll take him upstairs to his room and call for Dr. Deacon promptly. No, please, do carry on. I don’t need help. He’s a thin enough fellow.”

Norris, frowning at the rug under him, snorted quietly. “Blockhead,” he whispered, nearly coughing on dust he’d inhaled from the dirty rug.

He remained limp as Christopher lifted him up and off the floor with a deep grunt, draping his brother over his shoulder while cursing under his breath the whole time, and shuffling over to the door. “Don’t worry, Mama,” he panted, “I’m sure my brother was just overcome by the heat. He’s always been an absurdly delicate fellow.”

Norris stifled a gasp of outrage.

“Do be careful carrying your brother around like that,” their mother said. “I don’t want to see him fall on his head and break his nose. You know it’s his best feature...second to his eyes, I suppose.”

That was, in fact, a more pleasant way of reminding Christopher that the family couldn’t afford to pay the doctor. Norris—and, in fact, everyone else—had heard of such things several times in the past from their mother, and they’d long learned not to feel so flattered.

“He’s very light. There’s no need to fret over him. I’ll be careful.”

“Take care to avoid the porcelain statues on your way out,” Margaret said. “See, Norris’ feet are sure to knock them off the table if you don’t hold them closer. You know how valuable they are.” Margaret, at least, was much more direct in her concern for broken things that might require expensive mending or replacement.

“I say, sir, are you sure you don’t need any help?”

“I’m quite sure, thank you, Mr. Maddox,” Christopher said cheerfully and between ragged breaths. “Do carry on. We’ll both be fine.”

Norris, playing his forced part to perfection, remained in a swoon and listened to the sounds of shuffling and murmuring in the room as his family and their guest settled themselves back down to wait for tea to be brought in. It only took a couple of seconds before Norris thought he could hear his father snoring softly amid the steady hum of voices. It was uncomfortable being draped over his brother’s shoulder that way. Christopher might be a pretty large and well-built young gentleman, but he could learn a thing or two on the proper handling of unconscious victims. Norris clenched his teeth against the painful pressure of his brother’s shoulder against his stomach, not to mention the horrible sensation of being upside down for such a long time.

Christopher carried him out of the parlor, and made no move to release him until they were upstairs and safely hidden in their shared bedroom.

“Dear God in heaven!” Christopher cried as he threw his brother onto the bed before flinging himself down as well. He lay next to Norris and stared at the ceiling, flushed and panting and looking utterly spent.

Norris, once the dizziness had gone, rolled over to his back and looked at the ceiling as well. “I suppose I ought to think of an excuse for my sudden swooning,” he said with a wry little chuckle.

“That would be your problem, not mine. I just needed to get out of that confounded room before I went mad.”

“I can imagine Mama calling Dr. Deacon and demanding that he live with us for a while until I’m set to rights and then use his services for his rent.”

Christopher snorted. “You’ll be indulged, I’m sure.”

“I don’t think that’s a good thing. She’ll have me taking all sorts of poisons just to make sure that I’ll be free of my illness, whatever it might be. I’ll probably die from them if she’s not careful.”

Christopher reached out and slapped Norris’ arm. “Hold your tongue,” he snapped. “You’re worse than Papa!”

Norris laughed quietly. “I suppose I am.” He glanced at his brother. “Let’s just hope that this is the last time you’ll be using me as an excuse for deserting the family.”

“It depends on Meg and Mary. You know how those two are. Then again, I doubt if they’ll be much help at all. They’ll draw this out for as long as they can until they fall short of destroying each other.” Christopher grimaced. “I wager that we’ll be enduring at least four more gentlemen apiece before either of them gets taken from our hands.”

“Then I’ll have to endure those alone,” Norris corrected, his mood more solemn now. He continued to watch his brother, who kept his gaze on the ceiling. “You’ll be married sooner than you think. Just watch. Then I’ll be left here to put up with these dreadful visits, and I won’t be able to swoon my way out of them. Worse, I won’t have you around to bully me into doing it.”

Christopher didn’t answer right away. He seemed to lose himself in thought, his hands, which rested on his stomach, drumming idly as the moment ticked by. “I don’t think I can argue against that,” he finally said.

“Miss Markham’s a very patient lady,” Norris said.

“I doubt if she’ll be setting her sights on someone else,” Christopher replied with easy confidence. “Even if it means waiting until my prospects have improved.”

“You proposed to her already? When?”

“We’re not engaged, fool. Not yet. She knows my feelings, and she returns them, but we’re not engaged. Cassandra’s a very practical woman. She understands my situation, bless her, and she’s willing to wait.”

“Then I hope your prospects improve much sooner for her sake.”

“And mine, of course.”

Norris turned his attention back to the ceiling and fell silent. Marriage was a sensitive topic for both of them but for different reasons. Christopher had long confessed to being repulsed by their parents’ absolute power over the children’s future, but he was also keenly aware of his role as the first born son. He was the indulged one out of the four children, and he bore the greatest weight of their family’s expectations. Day after day of being given nothing but the best, which partly accounted for their father’s ongoing debts, could never blot out the payment due to his family. With Christopher turning twenty that year, he was expected not to delay too long in giving his parents satisfaction. Both his mother and father never failed in reminding him of that, for their attention now needed to be diverted to the girls and all favorable matches that could be negotiated lest they go past the critical age for matrimony and be doomed to spinsterhood.

It was only a matter of time, Norris noted, before his brother would come home with the news his family had long groomed him for. Norris dreaded the day though he couldn’t admit it to anyone.

As for Norris’ reasons for viewing marriage with some trepidation...

He was never sure why, but being wedded and bringing up a family felt like a too-distant concept. He certainly understood the necessity and the value of the married state. He had friends in the immediate area who were already talking about girls and the “best sort of lady to bed after the drawn-out miseries of courtship.” True, they often engaged in such discussions with obvious dark humor, but they always seemed to know far more than Norris. For his part, he never felt the desire to keep up with them.

“Perhaps this shows that I’m meant to be one of those Papist priests...to minister and stay single all my life,” he murmured, his brows wrinkling as he stared at the ceiling.

He turned the thought over in his head and promptly dismissed it with a shudder. No, a devout life wasn’t a good fit for him. He’d long known that, having been brought up in a family that felt little for religion and preferred to worry, minute after minute, over economy and comfortable living. Besides, life in the Woodhead household would turn bloody if he decided to align himself with the Church of Rome.

Later that evening, it was revealed that Mr. William Maddox did not impress their mother. “I found him quite wanting in refinement,” she sniffed, while Mary smirked over her soup. “And he’s dreadfully argumentative. I don’t care to have a son-in-law who feels the need to challenge every opinion I have in the littlest matters.”
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“Mama, it’s terribly unfair that we’ve no new dresses this year,” Mary said with a stamp of her foot. “All those dinner parties we’ve been invited to and nothing to show for them? It’s humiliating!”

“Why, this is the same lace trimming from the gown Papa gave me for my seventeenth birthday!” Margaret exclaimed, horrified. “Take that off this instant, Betty!”

“But, Miss—”

“I said this instant!”

Norris flinched at the sound of skin hitting skin and poor Betty’s small cry of alarm. No, she never cried out in pain, Norris believed. She’d developed remarkably thick skin, having worked three years for his family and, therefore, being subjected to his sisters’ occasional hand-slapping for little crimes against their sensibilities. He kept his attention outside the window, however, and allowed the emotional conversation to sweep over him. It was horrible being trapped in a small room with two angry young ladies, a servant who was forced to mend gowns and beautify them with trimmings from old dresses, and a mother who was tearing her hair out over the books. He’d nowhere else to go, however, because his daily lessons had yet to begin, and Mr. Garland was still missing.

He thought of making use of his time reading one of his books as he waited, but his mind wandered, and his attention kept drifting to his sisters’ tantrums. It was rather difficult ignoring them, after all.

“Margaret!” their mother cried from her corner of the little parlor. “If you want to wear a proper dress to your next dinner party, you’d better leave Betty to her sewing!”

“But, Mama—”

“Very well, you’ll have to decline your next invitation.”

Both Mary and Margaret gasped. “No!”

“Then leave Betty alone, for heaven’s sake, and find something else to do! I won’t have any more complaints from either of you girls, with all this balancing I’ve yet to finish. Go to your rooms and read or take a walk before you drive me mad,” their mother retorted. “Betty, ignore them. Carry on with what you’re doing.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Betty replied in a small and tired voice.

Margaret and Mary withdrew from the room in a rush of petulant complaints and rustling fabric.

“Norris!”

Norris took a deep breath and braced himself. “Yes, Mama?” he replied, glancing over his shoulder to find his mother scowling deeply at the book that lay spread open on the writing-slope. Looking at her agonizing over household accounts, he could swear his mother had aged a good twenty years since he last clapped eyes on her about ten minutes ago.

“Has Mr. Garland been paying his half-rent this week?”

Norris hesitated. “Yes, Mama.”

“And what have you got from it?”

“Well, some Latin.” He prayed she wouldn’t attempt to prod him further. “And—and a little bit of Greek.”

Her pen stopped, and she looked up to meet her son’s wary gaze. “Latin and Greek?” she echoed in a tone that was much gentler than what Norris at first feared. “Is that accomplishment enough? I can never tell what makes young men truly fashionable these days.”

“Yes, Mama. It’s a bit of a struggle still, but I think I’m much better now than I was, last week, that is.” Norris ended his declaration with a smile that was reassuring to his mother but not to himself. He even raised the book he’d planned to read but had been ignoring to show her...what? Well, something. He thought to show her the book as a sign of intellectual productivity that was never there.

She nodded, pulling a few wayward strands of dark hair from her eyes and tucking them behind an ear. Even at a distance, Norris could see faint lines marking her forehead. Such alarmingly visible lines, he thought, for a lady of forty-three. Her features, while pale and drawn from years of economic hardship and stunted ambitions, were still fairly handsome. Norris himself had heard admiring exchanges between strangers regarding her fading beauty. His mother might regret the cruel stamp of time on her, but she was generous enough to bless her children with her best features and, therefore, allow them some much-needed advantage in the marriage market. Money continued to be a problem, however, and the family worked to ensure its blighting effects were kept to a minimum.

One scheme, which had worked quite nicely for some time, was to take on Mr. Matthias Garland as a lodger when the previous tenant of one of their rented rooms collapsed and died on his way back from a night spent a-whoring.

“He was satisfied, at least, and so are we,” their father snorted once the fellow’s accounts were settled, and what was left of his earthly possessions was sold off or given away because the man had no living relatives left.

Mr. Garland was the dead man’s opposite. Somber and philosophical, he was a penniless schoolmaster who taught at a nearby rundown academy for boys. He’d managed to strike a bargain with Norris’ mother with regard to his rent, for which he could only afford to pay half. The second half was to come in the form of private tutorials for Norris, who, his mother believed, was far too bright for the dismal curriculum offered by any of the schools within a mile radius.

“To be sure, my youngest child,” she’d claimed, “is much better suited for the more intense challenges offered by private lessons.”

In brief, the family simply couldn’t afford to pay for Norris’ education. Not since outdoing themselves when they sent the girls to Mrs. Stockard’s boarding-school for accomplishments in music, art, French, German, and needlework. This was after taking care of Christopher’s own educational needs, which nearly condemned them to the poorhouse. Even then, their oldest son was unable to move forward to university because money had become a too-crucial issue. Alas for the youngest child, the purse strings snapped after he turned ten, and he was immediately pulled out of Dr. Axton’s Academy for Boys. For a while, Norris had to content himself with the only books he had until he grew bored and restless and simply disinclined to read.

He’d also begun to tinker with odd bits of things like broken crockery or wood chips or bent spoons, putting them together to create one useless machine after another.

“Better that than taking the only clock the family owns and tearing it apart,” his mother once said.

He found himself developing a fascination with science, but what good was it, when he didn’t even understand a thing about how simple machines worked? It was, indeed, a blessing their vice-ridden tenant died when he did; otherwise, Norris would still be woefully behind in his education. Perhaps hopelessly behind, and the house would be filled with a collection of useless and grotesque scientific creations.

What Norris now enjoyed with Mr. Garland was a little better. No, not ideal, but certainly better because the man was inclined to drink away the wretchedness of his situation. It wasn’t unusual for Norris to appear for his daily lessons in Mr. Garland’s room, only to find the man slumped over his writing-desk in a drunken stupor. Norris was then forced to carry on his lessons alone, struggling with indecipherable passages here and there in whatever book he could access since he was never told what to do until the first hour of his lessons. His advancement was therefore slow and haphazard, but at least Norris showed some enthusiasm and a willingness to work on his own if forced to do so. His knowledge broadened to a smattering of little bits: a little science, a little arithmetic, a little art, and so on. His experiments in machine-building slowed down, and he’d come to produce one odd thing every fortnight, much to his mother’s relief.

For all those, however, Norris refused to expose his tutor’s deficiencies to his parents because he pitied the man. In so doing, he’d learned to pepper his reports to his mother with an occasional lie if it meant keeping Mr. Garland from being tossed into the street, hungry and meanly dressed. With the Great Exhibition just getting underway, it would mean condemning the unhappy schoolmaster to being trampled underfoot by the swarms of people from all corners of the country—visitors who were further packing a very crowded London, having been lured to the great city by the glamour of England’s most brilliant minds and their inventions.

“Are you to have lessons with him today?” his mother asked, turning her attention back to her accounts.

“Um...yes, Mama.” Norris hoped so, at least.

“When you see him, Norris, do tell him that he’s four days late in paying last week’s bill.”

“Yes, Mama.”

“Make it clear that this will be his first warning.”

“Yes, Mama.”

From somewhere outside the door, Margaret and Mary argued as they swept down the stairs toward the front door. It was always the case with the two of them since they were only a year apart with Margaret being older, and from Mrs. Stockard’s boarding-school they also learned the fine art of intense and vicious competition. Such was the way with ladies, a smirking Christopher once told Norris, that they’d nurture such a fierce protectiveness of their worth at the expense of others, whom they’d verbally shoot down with amazing skill and the deadly precision that only women could boast.

“They can’t help themselves,” Christopher had appended. “Girls are the silliest creatures to walk the earth. Prone to mad fits of vanity, what else can they do but tear each other apart just to advance their interests?”

With his mother lost in her book and Betty bent over one of the girls’ gowns, Norris was once again alone and still waiting for his tutor. He tried, for the hundredth time, to read his lessons, but the words, for the hundredth time, did nothing for him. With a disgusted sigh, he shut his book and set it down on the floor beside his chair. Then he turned his attention back to the scene outside the parlor window, a street pulsing with the midday crowd of shoppers, visitors, and workers. Perhaps he ought to go and find himself another book, he told himself, but a heavy lethargy had descended, and it was too much of an inconvenience moving away from the comfortable position he’d taken by the window.

He watched the people walk back and forth, listened to the noise that managed to filter through the glass, took idle notice of the horses clopping smartly up and down the street and pulling hansom cabs with ease and speed. Deftly they maneuvered past the awkward bulks of omnibuses and coaches that crowded the thoroughfare. Norris felt himself drift in and out of a fog, alternately swathed in boredom and in mild curiosity. As the seconds ticked by, he emerged from his languorous haze, goaded on by something he thought he saw.

Norris blinked, clearing the cobwebs from his mind.

“Oh,” he murmured, frowning. He swept his gaze back and forth, fixing his attention on random figures on the street. “Did something just happen?”

No, nothing seemed out of place. The day was bright and shiny, the immediate area teeming with life. Noise and color were everywhere, but somehow—somehow—Norris knew there was something different in the scene he was watching.

He glanced back at his mother. “Mama, did anything happen outside recently?”

She looked up, startled. “What?” She shook her head, looking slightly impatient when Norris repeated his question. “No, of course not. Do be quiet, Norris. Can’t you see I’m busy?”

Norris turned to Betty, who looked so forlorn and tired in her chair. “Betty, did something—”

The servant met his gaze with dulled eyes. “No, sir,” she replied without waiting for Norris to finish his question. “Nothing at all.” Then her head dropped back down, and she remained silent, the soft shifting of cloth and thread being the only sound that could be heard from her dismal little corner.

Norris pressed his mouth into a thin, stubborn line. He looked back out, his brows furrowing. Surely he was wasting his time pursuing this, a quiet voice in his head said, but he felt oddly compelled to scan the area. He didn’t know what it was he was searching for, and if he were to find it, he certainly wouldn’t know what to do with it. All he understood at that moment was that something had touched the outer edges of his mind. Something fleeting and subtle, with enough quiet force as to make him suddenly puzzled over what appeared to be nothing.

From the crowd emerged a familiar figure, and Norris sighed his relief. Tall, alarmingly thin, looking like nothing more than a collection of long limbs joined to a short, narrow torso, Mr. Matthias Garland plodded back to the boarding-house. He greeted no one because his gaze was fixed on something distant and invisible to everyone else but him. Like a tall specter in ill-fitting black clothes, a bundle of books tucked under one bony arm, the schoolmaster wove his way through the crowd.

Norris abandoned his seat, stooping to pick up his book from the floor, when Mr. Garland’s figure vanished around the corner and in the direction of the front door. Norris hoped the tutor wouldn’t give too much thought to the near-empty bottle of brandy that awaited his pleasure in his rooms. Norris, after all, had crept into the tutor’s rooms earlier, so he could dispense with the bottle’s contents in the lavatory.

“If it forces him to stop drinking so much...” Norris had told himself when he returned the bottle to its rightful place.
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The Woodhead residence enjoyed full use, in a manner of speaking. No room was left vacant. Norris’ mother was determined to grasp opportunity by the neck and shake what she could out of it if it helped her dearest dreams in seeing her children marry up and well above them.

The girls and the boys, therefore, were forced to squeeze themselves into two separate and plainly furnished rooms upstairs, while the two uppermost rooms were let to Mr. Garland and Mr. Morlock, an elderly and somewhat sickly gentleman with little consequence. The servants slept in the kitchen, whose location was quite sunk below street level. Cold comfort it was, indeed, that they had the small forecourt beyond the kitchen door, where they could step out for a brief moment of respite from the rest of the household. It was unfortunate that the area was so gray, bleak, and stained with years of filth, its tiny space overwhelmed by the rush of movement a few steps above, where Londoners crushed the streets with their vehicles, horses, and feet.
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