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Hail, great physician of the world, all-hail;


Hail, mighty infant, who in years to come


Shalt heal the nations, and defraud the tomb;


Swift be thy growth! thy triumphs unconfin’d!


Make kingdoms thicker, and increase mankind.


Thy daring art shall animate the dead,


And draw the thunder on thy guilty head:


Then shalt thou dye, but from the dark abode


Rise up victorious, and be twice a God.


And thou, my sire, not destin’d by thy birth


To turn to dust, and mix with common earth,


How wilt thou toss, and rave, and long to dye,


And quit thy claim to immortality;


When thou shalt feel, enrag’d with inward pains,


The Hydra’s venom rankling in thy veins?


The Gods, in pity, shall contract thy date,


And give thee over to the pow’r of Fate.


 


Ovid, Metamorphoses, Book II,


trans. Joseph Addison, 1717










Prologue
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An Artist of the Aether


1924


‘What are you?’ Alice asked.


My great-great-great-great-granddaughter is full of questions. 


‘What I am,’ I told her, ‘is the story of my life. And it is too long a story for today.’


And yet the question remains. I return to my study, summon a pipe and my blue silk chaise longue, a fire and a brandy, paper and pen. 


What am I? Not a ghost, though that is what most people believe. Not a Secret Chief, a Mahatma, an Illuminatus: also common assumptions. I’m not even enlightened, no matter how you define that. I am, and it looks like I shall forever be, Lord Francis Peter George St John Damory. I was born more than two hundred years ago and although I am not strictly speaking alive, I am obviously not dead. My appearance is as I choose, though usually I resemble my old self. I was a handsome man; I enjoyed it then and I enjoy it now. I am not beyond vanity, nor any other trick or trap of earthly existence. My body is a simulacrum, as is my study, my fire, brandy, pen, paper. I am an artist of the æther.
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A Book that Cannot Be Written
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1717 


The 17th of November, my seventeenth birthday. I’m lying in a gutter in the stinking city of London. It’s night, the fog is thick. Someone must have hit me, or I fell. I didn’t even have time to draw my sword; the men in masks grabbed the girl and ran off. Sebastian vanished in pursuit; the link boy fled. 


My brother Sebastian had arranged a pleasure-party in a private room at Lovejoy’s Bagnio. The girl was meant for me. Her name was Rosie; she was from Shropshire. She was fourteen and a virgin, or so he had been assured. But I couldn’t do it – the look of fear on her face was, I discovered, a compelling anti-aphrodisiac – so he’d decided to take her home for himself.


My head hurts; I close my eyes and slip away. It’s my eleventh birthday; I’m sleepwalking through the rooms of Farundell. I’ve unpicked the knots in the cords that bound me, wrist and ankle, to the posts of my bed; I’ve opened the heavy door. Sure-footed, with glassy unfocused eyes, I descend the great stair and cross the stone-floored hall to the library, to stand before the portrait of my great-great-grandfather, Tobias. 


His pale, serious face breaks into a smile and he leans forward, elbows on his gilded frame. ‘May God be with you, Francis, on this anniversary of your birth. I have a gift for you, if you can find it.’ He shows me a book bound in white vellum, yellowed with age. There is no title, but on the cover a rose twines over a cross. As I watch, a new shoot unfurls, grows, buds. A flower appears, deep red and sweetly fragrant.


The cobbles are cold under my cheek; I smell piss, dead animal, rotten cabbage, dog shit. I taste blood where my lip has split. A rat runs over my hand. 


I open my eyes and sit up. I’m still drunk, apparently; the world is swaying gently. The fog has congealed near the ground and as moonlight breaks through the clouds, I pull myself to my feet. I feel dizzy; I lean against the bowed front of a shop and press my forehead to the window. 


There, right in front of me, within reach of my hand but for the glass, lies the book: red rose on pale vellum, one among a dozen dusty volumes on display. In the dark interior of the shop I think I see a light moving; I tap on the window, but no one comes. 


Then Sebastian is shaking me, pulling me to my feet, dusting me off. ‘Link!’ he shouts, and the boy emerges from an alley. Sebastian aims a kick at his head but he dodges and grins. 


‘St James’s Square, wasn’t it, sir? This way, if you please.’


‘That was Hetheringham and his gang, I’m sure of it.’ Sebastian drags me along by my collar. ‘If he wasn’t a bloody earl I’d cut off his balls. I paid fifty guineas for that girl.’


I try to look back. ‘Where are we? What street is this?’


‘A foul, verminous, poxy one that we wish to leave as soon as possible.’


‘Wait, stop . . . there was a shop, a bookshop . . .’


I awoke the next morning with an abominable pain in my head, sick and queasy in my bowels. I begged the servants to summon a doctor, who came promptly and was about to bleed me when Sebastian strolled in, took one look at me, fell over laughing and booted the doctor out. 


‘It is only,’ he said, ‘a temporary effect of excessive drink, in particular the combining of wine with spirits. Their natures are incompatible, and make war in your body.’ He sent for what he called his ‘Morning Medicine’ and made me drink a large cupful. 


It was unspeakable. ‘What in God’s name is in this?’ I asked.


‘You don’t want to know,’ Sebastian said as he left. ‘Give it a few minutes to work.’


Someone came to lay out a fresh shirt, another to dress my hair. A maid brought coffee; I felt almost myself again. I had not realised that something so pleasant, when taken in excess, could have such dire effects. I had paid no attention; I drank what was in my glass – which, I now recalled, was always being refilled by someone’s generous hand.


I obtained directions from Sebastian’s manservant Joseph, who gave me a complicit wink, and found my way back to the bagnio. I tried to retrace our steps. Things looked completely different by day, not that I had been in a fit state last night to make accurate observations. As soon as I left the main thoroughfares, with which I was somewhat familiar from my few previous visits to London, I was lost in a maze of tiny alleys, blind courtyards, narrow passages deep in filth. I told myself it was really just the same as farmyard manure, but a fastidiousness I had not known I possessed caused me to try to walk without setting down my feet, an awkward, mincing gait that I noticed immediately in others. 


I wandered down Long Acre, turned left at the Dog and Bone, whose sign I vaguely remembered, then stopped, confused. Now which way? Down to the Strand? No. The link boy had cut through a court with a fountain – this was it. Yes, here was the spot where the masked men had waylaid us and here, rather to my surprise, for I half thought I’d dreamed it, was the shopfront I remembered. Above it hung a faded sign: B. Lytton & Son, Antiquarian Booksellers. I peered through the grimy window. The book was no longer there; the place it had occupied in the display was now taken by a treatise on gardening. I pushed open the door and stepped into a small room crowded with books from floor to low, sagging ceiling. 


The smell was that blend of old leather and mould, tallow, crumbling paper and stale smoke peculiar to such establishments throughout the world. It never fails to trigger in me an acquisitive anticipation, a cunning hope that here, in some forgotten corner, in an utterly innocuous binding or perhaps misbound, will be the book, the book . . . 


As my eyes adjusted to the dim light I made out an elderly man in an ancient periwig, evidently the proprietor, in conversation with a woman whose face I couldn’t see. He glanced up, murmured, ‘If you will allow, Contessa,’ and turned to me. ‘Good day, sir,’ he said. ‘In what way may I serve you?’


‘Last night, as I was . . . passing, I noticed a book in your window, but it’s no longer there. It had a rose on the cover, and a cross . . .’


‘Oh, but that was not a book.’ The woman turned to face me. It was impossible to guess her age; her features were striking rather than beautiful. She was tall, sumptuously if soberly dressed, with a cool and direct gaze. ‘Why do you ask for a book that cannot be written?’


‘That cannot be written? But I saw it . . . I thought I saw it. Tobias had it – my great-great-grandfather.’


‘Tobias Damory?’


‘Yes, my lady.’


‘That is why you seem familiar. So he has led you here. Well, if we should chance to meet again, young Damory, it may be that I will be able to show you something of the . . . book you seek.’
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This Is Beauty
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That night I walked in my sleep, for the first time in years. The London house felt strange to me, thin and lonely. It was a new house, only thirty years old, and we had scarcely made any imprint – unlike Farundell, so deeply imbued with the varied, subtle flavours of generations of my family that it simmers with life, even at night when its current denizens sleep. 


I wandered from room to room, vaguely aware that I was looking for something, drawn down the chilly marble stairs and the steeper wooden ones at the back towards the warmth emanating from the subterranean kitchen. A single candle burned by the banked fire where a girl sat sewing, and silently weeping.


I must have made some noise that startled her; she looked up, saw me and shrieked. I awoke and realised I was barefoot, in my nightshirt, with a prominent erection. I tried to speak, but my teeth began chattering so hard I couldn’t form any words, and my limbs shivered with such violence I feared I would fall down. She took pity on me, guided me to a chair by the hearth, found a blanket to put over my shoulders, poked at the fire until it blazed up, fetched a cup and poured me some wine.


Warmth slowly soaked into me; the girl returned to her sewing. She looked familiar. ‘What’s your name?’ 


‘Matilda, sir.’


‘You’re Tildy Butterfield, aren’t you?’


‘Yes, sir. I came here four years ago.’


She was about my age, the daughter of one of our tenants; we’d played together as children. ‘I remember your mother,’ I said. ‘She used to give me milk, straight from the cow. And your father let me ride his plough-horse.’ 


‘They’re both dead now.’


‘Is that why you’re sad?’


‘Oh no, that was long ago.’


‘So what troubles you? If I can help, I trust you will ask.’ I was trying to act the kind master and put her at ease, but in truth I only wished for the shawl to slip a little further from her white shoulders.


‘It’s nothing you can do anything about,’ she said. ‘A silly little thing. The sort of thing that can happen to any girl.’


‘My brother.’ Behind Sebastian trailed a long line of pregnant serving girls. ‘What will you do?’ He was always generous – the girl could choose money for an abortion, or a return to the country to become a farmer’s wife.


‘I don’t know.’ She glanced up; our eyes met. ‘Do you remember when we were children, sir, you and your brothers – we used to sneak up to the hayloft and take off our clothes.’


‘I remember.’ 


‘I always liked you best.’


The next day I took a horse from the stables and set out to explore, determined to see something of London besides bagnios and coffee houses. I rode along the Strand, lined with fabulous emporia and glossy equipages, and up Fleet Street to gawp at Wren’s huge new cathedral of St Paul, which I supposed I ought to admire but which I found brutal. At its base the building is just large, with a ponderous and self-important air. If one did not know, one would think it the headquarters of some particularly recondite government department in a nation, such as France, that specialises in infuriating bureaucracy. I craned my neck to comprehend that dome. The stone and metal protuberance seemed to assault the softly varied greys of the sky; I found its immensity rather futile, and it made me sad. I thought of Tildy, and wondered what she would choose. 


The streets were crowded; I was jostled from all sides and nearly run off the road by a scarlet coach with a liveried driver who looked neither right nor left but lashed out with a whip at everything in his path. A wide avenue leading north gave a glimpse of the open land beyond the city; I turned that way. Carts and carriages and drovers with cattle for the slaughter passed in great numbers, but the close-packed buildings gradually thinned. There were open fields to either side, and on my right glimpses of  a slender river, which cheered me. Was I pining for Farundell already? Sebastian would be disgusted with me. 


A shaft of sun broke through the clouds and shone on a wooded hill in the distance; I let the horse out for a canter. The road was muddy from recent rains and by the time we’d reached the foot of the hill the poor beast was heaving. I pulled him up at a trough outside a church, dismounted and let him drink, then tied him to a rail next to a pretty grey mare. 


I looked back. Miles away, across the pattern of fields, woods and villages, London lay beneath a grey-brown pall of smoke. It crossed my mind that I didn’t have to return; I had a horse and a full purse. I could go home to Farundell or ride on, wherever my fate might take me, like a knight errant in the romances of Malory and Chrétien de Troyes that I had always loved. 


Yes! I would do it! My heart suddenly fired with daring, I was turning towards the door of the church, intending to beg a scrap of paper to send a message to Sebastian so that he wouldn’t be concerned about me or tell Father, when it opened and an old priest came out, accompanied by a woman. I recognised her at once.


‘Contessa.’ I bowed. And so this must be, I thought, La Belle Dame sans Merci. 


She greeted me without surprise. ‘Which way are you riding?’ 


‘Wherever my fate might take me.’


‘Then you may ride with me.’ She mounted the grey mare and set off up the hill.


The road – if one could dignify the raw sluice of mud with that name – was so steep it had to be negotiated in a series of tacks. I forced my way past a line of overloaded oxcarts and caught up with her.


‘Have you been to Farundell, Contessa?’ I had reasoned that she must have visited our house; she could only have known what my great-great-grandfather looked like from his portrait, and as far as I knew, there were no portraits of him anywhere else.


‘Why yes, I have,’ she said. ‘Many years ago.’


‘I did not know that I resembled Tobias.’


‘I am not certain that you do.’


‘I know very little about him,’ I said. ‘My father will not have him spoken of.’


‘Why is that?’


‘He does not explain.’ My one enquiry had led to such a rough and sudden cuff to my head that I did not broach the subject again.


Fields bordered the road, and a few new houses, bleak and neat. We entered a patch of woodland and turned off on a track to the right.


‘Do you play music?’ the Contessa asked.


‘I am a most humble student of the harpsichord, my lady.’ 


‘What music do you most love?’


I knew at once. ‘The Stabat Mater created by Signor Vivaldi.’


‘Why?’


‘It makes my heart weep.’


‘For sorrow?’


‘No, lady. For beauty.’ I looked up. Branches, nearly bare, met above our heads; a golden leaf drifted down. I gestured. ‘Like that.’


She said nothing, but I felt as though I had passed some test. After a time we came to a gate; she told me to dismount and open it, and made no objection when I followed her in and closed it behind me. 


1924 


There is no more night in London; street lamps insinuate their unpleasant gloom into every lovely darkness, even here atop Highgate Hill. I’m standing on a grotesque iron bridge where the forest track once lay. A hundred years or so ago they failed to make a tunnel and made instead this chasm where traffic now flows unceasingly from morning till night. London spreads as far as the eye can see. 


An old woman leans over the railing. She sees me. ‘What are you?’ she asks.


‘Just a passing stranger.’


‘Stranger,’ she says. ‘So you are.’ She climbs up and stretches out her arms. ‘I can fly.’ She blows me a kiss, leaps into the air, rises and soars towards the moon as her body falls like a rag to the road far below.


I walk on.


The fields have been dug up for clay, the woods felled for timber: it is all still here, merely rearranged. I stand in the Contessa’s garden, now a house, one of a hundred identical, with a narrow tiled hall lit by a stained-glass window of mediocre quality. A little girl pauses on the stairs, wide-eyed. She sees me. 


‘Are you sleepwalking, child?’


She nods.


‘Shall I show you something wonderful?’


She nods again.


‘Then look.’ The walls of her house dissolve; the Contessa’s garden spreads over the hillside. The avenue of yew trees, the pyramid pale in the moonlight. The divine Celestino is singing the Stabat Mater; of course he was not there that night, but whenever he sang it for me, this was the image that always came to my mind, and now I cannot separate them.


The child listens avidly; she’s drinking in his voice as it swoops and slides, pure and passionate. ‘This is beauty,’ I tell her. ‘Try to remember.’
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A Jewel Beyond Price
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Yes, it was a real place, or at least mostly real; though I came to doubt it. Set in the middle of woods, the Contessa’s house was tall, half-timbered, with diamond-mullioned windows. A groom led our horses to the stables; the front door opened and a turbaned Oriental bowed us in. I was wide-eyed as a colt, but determined to appear a man of the world. A sweet-scented cherry-wood fire burned in a panelled drawing room; we had no sooner seated ourselves than another servant, also Oriental, also turbaned, appeared with wine and food. Before I knew it, I was talking with ease about Farundell and my family, about poetry, music, even about the part of me that questioned the existence of God. We talked all day as if we had known each other for ever, but I still did not know her name. 


Did I fall in love with her? Yes, of course, but it was more than that. She saw into me and valued what she saw; she understood me. I had found my first true friend, or so it seemed. And there was her allure. Never by any overt sign – no provocative glances, no coquettish tilting of the head and fluttering of the fan – but I could sense, under it all, a pull that was purely erotic. 


She showed me around the house, and although she said nothing about herself or her family, I had the impression that she had lived there her entire life. On the walls hung paintings of strange power, portraits and landscapes and dreamy still lifes, all her own work, as were the small carved figures, in niches and on shelves, of creatures part human, part animal or god, demon or angel. She had a library of beautifully bound books and a collection of Egyptian bronzes. She named them for me: Osiris, the sacrificed god; his sister-wife Isis, mistress of magic; Thoth, called Hermes, inventor of language; Horus, the child of dawn.


In the twilight we walked in the garden. A long arbour, entwined with the thorny bare stems of roses, bordered a pond where golden fish moved slowly in the cold green depths. There was a box-edged parterre, with santolina and senecio and fennel straggling in the cold. An avenue of clipped yew led to a strange structure: a pyramid of smooth-polished stone. I walked twice around it, but saw no entrance. When I asked the Contessa she shrugged and smiled as if to say: Eccentric ancestors; what can one do? I felt I understood; I had a few of my own. 


When we turned back to the house it was dark. We went in and without another word she took me to her bed. I remember candles flickering in coloured sconces, wine-flavoured kisses, her soft sounds of pleasure, her scents of sandalwood and jasmine, her body, which was . . . a perfect expression of her spirit. I lost track of time; at seventeen one can go on for ever.


I slept for a while, our limbs entangled, and I dreamed that we rose up and went out into the night. It was summer, the garden was fragrant with lilies and roses, the grass tender under our feet. She led me to the pyramid and pointed to a door in its side, then she turned and walked away. 


I woke, and wondered to find myself weeping. She held me close and stroked my hair; in that moment she became everything to me. And that she should want me, too; well, it was a miracle. Is it any wonder I gave her all my heart and soul? Is it any wonder I flung my whole life at her feet?


In the morning I awakened alone. One of the turbaned Orientals appeared with a brass pot of coffee on a tray. When I enquired after my lady he moved his head in an inscrutable gesture midway between a nod and a shake, leaving me to ponder whether that meant she was not available; he could not speak English; he was mute; or he had nothing to say on the subject. 


I left without seeing anyone else, though I found paper and pen and wrote a note saying that I would return in a few hours. My plan was to ride back to London as fast as I could, reassure Sebastian and beg his silence, induce him to give me a great deal of money, buy the biggest jewel I could find, hasten back and ask the Contessa to marry me. 


Things went wrong. My horse found that damnable steep hill too slippery for his liking and refused to proceed; I had to dismount and walk beside him, cajoling. I slipped and fell, twisting my ankle rather badly, and I believe he laughed at me. He further obliged me by dropping a shoe at the bottom; we limped to a blacksmith, cursing each other. When I was finally able to remount, I found myself in the middle of a herd of a thousand bleating sheep and was forced to stop at a tavern to let them pass. 


I returned, at last, to St James’s Square, mud-spattered and dishevelled, only to learn that Sebastian was out – at a friend’s house, a coffee house or perhaps a bagnio. I could not go in search of him without changing clothes, having my hair tidied, and – I realised I was ravenous – eating something. I did not find him until late in the day, deep in a game of faro. He was raking it in, and I had to wait until he felt the moment was right to pass on the bank.


Far from being concerned at my absence, he assumed I’d been out whoring and was pleased that I’d shown initiative. I did not disabuse him, and when he demanded details of the lady who had beguiled me, I smiled mysteriously and said that she was very expensive. 


He gave me his purse, heavy with his winnings, but only after making me drink to Eros, to Priapus and of course to Aphrodite, then to Eros again. Between the third and fourth toasts I confided that I had found a jewel beyond price and therefore, by ineluctable logic, must buy one as well. We drank a final toast, to Bacchus, and set out gaily together; he knew just the shop and would ensure I was not cheated. We stopped for a coffee to counter the effects of the wine, and had a glass of ratafia to take the edge off the coffee. At the coffee house we collected a few of his friends, one of whom had to go back and pay while the rest of us waited on the corner. It was getting dark and beginning to rain.


We were within sight of the goldsmith’s shop when we encountered Sebastian’s nemesis Hetheringham with his friends and Sebastian started a fight. Fortunately the street was too narrow and too crowded with bystanders for swords to be drawn, but things got knocked over, an orange-seller had her dress torn and an old woman dropped her basket, spilling dozens of spools of lace into the mud. All this had to be paid for and Sebastian extracted from the mêlée. By the time we were once more under way, the shopkeeper was letting down his shutters and only grudgingly let us in, muttering about young gentlemen with no respect. Sebastian nearly struck the man and was all for walking out, but I had spotted a brooch that I knew at once was perfect – a ruby, cabochon-cut, set in rosy gold and encircled by three rows of pearls. 


So old-fashioned, Sebastian said; he suggested something glittery, with sapphires, but I wanted the ruby. My brother was not the ruthless bargainer he had claimed, or perhaps he was not of a mind to bother. The Earl had kicked him in the balls. He wandered off and left me to negotiate, which I did very badly and undoubtedly paid far too much. 


When I left the shop it was raining hard; the street had become a flowing sewer. Sebastian was climbing into a bright yellow carriage; he pulled me in and introduced his dear friends Lizzie and Lucy, twin sisters, who happened to be passing on their way to a party.


There were so many vehicles crowding the roads that we moved very slowly, but fortunately refreshments were on hand: the carriage was equipped with a cunning cabinet containing a selection of wines and spirits in crystal flasks, silver goblets and – I had to ask – dildos. Sebastian explained to the girls that it was my seventeenth birthday, give or take a day or two, I was new to town and in love for the first time.


‘That is so sweet,’ said Lucy, or Lizzie, and gave me a kiss.


We drank toasts, as before, and one thing led to another. I had not realised what went on in carriages, but Sebastian assured me it was de rigueur. 


By the time we arrived at the party I was a little drunk, I had been unfaithful to my jewel already, and I decided it was best not to attempt that muddy hill – even if I could find it – at night in the rain.
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The Place Had Charm
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When I awoke at midday, mercifully in my own bed though I couldn’t remember how I got there, I discovered to my chagrin that I had need of Sebastian’s Morning Medicine again. Apparently it was not enough to intend to refrain from overindulgence. 


In sober daylight the ruby brooch looked tawdry, risible; I saw that its inadequacy was very possibly a mirror of my own. Whatever had possessed me to think the Contessa would marry me? I must have been insane. I was not a great prize; I had no fortune, was the third son, unlikely ever to inherit the title – and of course I’d assumed she was herself unmarried. I had thought a married woman would not . . . but last night I had met a number of married ladies who obviously did, even within sight of, nay, positively encouraged by, their husbands.


The afternoon was bright and cold. I made my way north out of London and through the countryside to the foot of the hill, where I paused to fortify myself at a tavern opposite the church. I had second thoughts. Perhaps I should write to her. I could be eloquent and erudite; I could present myself in the best possible light; I could enquire where I stood. I could wait for her to invite me, instead of charging in unannounced. What if she did not wish to see me? She would be embarrassed; she would not know what to do with me; it would be a disaster. But, if for no other reason than that I’d said I would, I had to go back, so despite a strong presentiment that it was not a good idea, I returned to her house. 


I was surprised to find the courtyard bustling with activity. Men tramped to and fro, carrying crates and boxes and bundles, loading them on to waiting oxcarts. I watched, agape, as the Contessa’s massive oak bed appeared in pieces and was loaded on to a cart of its own. As each cart filled, it trundled off and its place was taken by an empty one. 


I went to the door and slipped in among the porters. When I stopped one and asked him where the Contessa was, he had no idea to whom I was referring. I walked from room to room, seeing no one but an army of men like ants. Furniture was carried away whole or taken apart if too large, paintings and sculptures were placed in padded crates, books packed into boxes, carpets and wall hangings folded into leather cases. No Contessa, not even any mute Orientals. 


I went out to the garden; the fish, at least, were still in their pond, but as I started down the avenue of yew trees I saw four men dismantling the pyramid; I had to stand aside to let them pass as they carried the painted wooden sections up the path.


I sat on a stone bench and took the brooch from my pocket. In a strange way, it was all I had left of her; I had never learned her name. Nor, I remembered, had she told me about the book that was not a book. I had forgotten to ask; I had thought there was time for that. Everything I thought I’d known about her was merely an assumption; mistaken, as it turned out. I felt a desolation utterly new to my young heart; it was as though I had fallen off a cliff.


At the sound of footsteps I turned, my heart rising. A portly man in a bright blue coat approached, bowed, and gave me his card: 


Edgar M. Bonnerby


Property Agent, Letting Manager,


House Broker, Insurance, Surveying.


Nightingale Court by the Turk’s Head, Fetter Lane.


From him I learned that the house had been leased and the lease expired today. He did not know any Contessa; the house had been taken by a Mr Pym. Was I perhaps interested in the property myself? Not many liked such a remote location, it was true, but the place had charm, did I not agree?


I did. I was better acquainted with its charm than he. 


I left him locking up and returned to the courtyard. It was empty but for the great ruts scoured by the oxcarts and a few wisps of packing straw. In a sudden panic I saw that my one hope of finding the Contessa had disappeared with her furniture. I scrambled on to my horse and set off at a gallop. At the gate the churned track showed they had turned towards the main road; I followed as fast as my horse would allow, but by the time I got there they had vanished and I could not tell if they had turned north or south.


Of course I should have left it at that; if she’d wished me to find her she could have left word. And if she wished to find me, she knew where I lived. But I had become angry. I galloped back to the house; there was one last trail to follow. 


I caught Bonnerby as he was leaving and asked for Mr Pym’s address. He shook his head regretfully to indicate that the information had slipped his mind, inserted a finger delicately under his wig and scratched. I understood that his memory could be stimulated by a small emolument. I had never bribed anyone before; I hoped it didn’t show. I took out a crown; he gazed off into the trees. I tried a half-guinea; he reached out and pocketed it in one smooth motion. 


‘Care of B. Lytton, by the Rose and Crown, Cecil Court off St Martin’s Lane.’


‘Lytton? The bookseller?’


‘Wouldn’t know; all I have is the address for correspondence.’


I made my way thoughtfully down the hill. As I passed the church where I’d met her, the old priest came out.


I greeted him. ‘Good afternoon, Father. Do you perhaps remember a lady who stopped here two days ago?’


‘Yes, indeed I do. A most generous lady.’


‘Generous?’


‘She gave us forty guineas.’


‘Generous indeed. Who is she?’


‘That’s the strangest part. I had never seen her before; she asked to pray alone. When she came out she gave me a purse, which was rather heavy, though I assumed it was full of small coins. Then she rode off – with you, as I recall. When I opened the purse I found it was full of guineas. I had never seen so much money in my life; I sent a message straight away to the bishop and his man came to collect it.’


‘And do you know her name?’


‘I know her only as the most generous lady I ever met. Perhaps you would care to make a small donation yourself? For the poor of the parish?’


Was he, perhaps, soliciting a bribe as well? I gave him half-a-crown. ‘You are sure you do not know her name?’


‘I regret that I do not, for then I could name her in my prayers.’ 


It was dark by the time I returned to London; I went straight to Lovejoy’s Bagnio, where Lucy and Lizzie were holding court. No sign of Sebastian, which was a relief. I drank, and laughed, and gambled; when Lucy chose me to accompany her to a private room, everyone toasted my good fortune.
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The Man and the Image 
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I had intended to go to Lytton’s first thing in the morning, but after a late breakfast Lucy wanted to take me shopping. I needed new clothes, she said, more colourful, fashionable clothes. I protested that I had little money; she explained about credit, and that a gentleman never pays tradesmen. I asked how I should pay her; she took me back to bed.


The acquisition of clothing had always been a chore. Once a year we children were herded together to be measured by Mr Abernathy, the tailor from Exley. A month later boxes of garments would appear, always of the same good serge and fustian, brown and grey and dark blue, with one court suit or gown each, in dull burgundy, a respectable year or two out of fashion. My sisters made the same protests every time, begged to be allowed to send to Paris for materials, willing to compromise on London, but never allowed. ‘Where will it end,’ Mother would ask, ‘with you competing like strutting peacocks? What one had, the others would have to better.’ They would clamour, and she, eventually, yield a little; the haberdasher was permitted to come with his lace and ribbons, beads, bows and feathers, and the plain gowns would sprout incongruous extrusions; these would be removed, re-arranged, swapped, replaced until they became as drab as the gowns. 


I had taken it upon myself to be Mother’s champion in the disdaining of vanities, but shopping with Lucy was a revelation. Under her tutelage I came to see that my disdain was neither true nor virtuous; my preference for black a mere affectation, and not even original. Lucy maintained that it was our duty as God’s creatures to celebrate His handiwork, to enhance the beauty of the forms with which He endowed us. There was, as well, a science of colour; one did not wear just any colour one happened to fancy, oh no. Such lack of discrimination might have dangerous consequences. One had to choose colours to harmonise, augment or, if need be, counteract the forces of one’s character. 


At the tailor’s she looked me up and down, exchanging critical glances with Monsieur Duplis, the maestro. My black worsted coat was whisked away by one assistant; I was measured by two others.


‘You have,’ said Lucy, ‘a strongly Saturnine temperament, I believe; also somewhat Martial, which is quite nice in a man, to a degree. You should not wear black or scarlet, though grey might suit and pink would be sublime, don’t you think, Monsieur?’ 


‘Sublime,’ M. Duplis agreed. ‘This blush-pink organzine, this peony duchesse satin . . .’


‘Not pink,’ I said. ‘Under any circumstances.’


‘Green, then,’ said Lucy. ‘For Venus, and Nature. That will compensate for the heavy, intellectual qualities of Saturn, and balance the Mars. Venus and Mars were lovers, you know.’


Bolts of shot silk, taffeta and velvet were unrolled and draped over my shoulders. ‘This new Nile green bengal,’ said M. Duplis. ‘Or the verdigris moiré. Here is a marvellous leaf green velvet, with emeralds. We have this faille in forest green, moss green, lichen green. And paduasoy in lawn green, dawn green, sea green, pea green.’ 


I decided the man was mad, but harmless in his obsession. 


Lucy looked on in delight. ‘Or blue,’ she said. ‘For Jupiter: beneficence, prosperity, power.’


‘The celestial blue bombazine, the mazarine and ivory damask,’ said M. Duplis, snapping his fingers at an assistant. ‘The cerulean sarcenet, the indigo barèges. This azure crêpe lisse, embroidered with silver thread . . .’


‘Does it not tarnish?’ I said.


M. Duplis sniffed. ‘Send your manservant; we will teach him the correct method of cleaning it.’ I dared not mention that I had no manservant of my own.


I was intoxicated by the dazzling colours, the voluptuous fabrics, the fawning attentions of M. Duplis and his assistants, Lucy’s enraptured encouragement. I ordered six suits, to be delivered in a week; and although I repented almost at once and even more when I finally saw the bill, I cannot deny that I loved those suits and who they made me seem to be. There is nothing like the sense of assurance and ease that comes with exquisite tailoring and the best materials. And, of course, I have come to know only too well how the man and the image intertwine, how one imagines oneself into existence at every moment anew . . . though imagining myself out of existence has so far proved impossible.


Drunk with spending such ephemeral money, Lucy and I reeled on to the glove maker’s (half a dozen each of grey, white and green; plus a dozen red for Lucy); the milliner’s (a plumed tricorn in grey with a green feather, plus a little ditty for Lucy with a stuffed bird on a golden nest); the hosier’s (two dozen white, one dozen black silk stockings for me, half a dozen grey, embroidered with roses, and a dozen white, with tiny gold leaves, for Lucy), plus garters with gold clasps and obscene verses embroidered; the shoemaker’s (two pairs of special city shoes for me, with elevated soles, two pairs of buckskin riding boots; for Lucy a pair of India brocade mules); the sword shop, where my sturdy spada da lato, passed down from Sebastian, was discreetly put aside and I tried out a wonderfully light rapier, an exotically bejewelled scimitar and a very modish épée de cour, before settling on a colichemarde with a rather plain leather scabbard and a niello hilt. Nothing there for Lucy, but next door was a goldsmith where she got a sapphire ring and I, an enamelled watch.


Lucy took me back to her tiny jewel box of an apartment in Hart Street, making sure I knew that it was a privilege she accorded few of her other lovers.


‘Has Sebastian been here?’ I asked later, as she served me oysters in bed. 


‘No,’ she said, though the smallest of hesitations told me she was lying. I took it as a compliment that she bothered. 


She unpacked the boxes and tried on her new hat, gloves, stockings and mules; I fastened her garters, then unfastened them again. 
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A Torn Stocking
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The next day, and the next, I intended to go to Lytton’s, but something always intervened: we went to Twickenham in the yellow carriage with Sebastian and Lizzie (and home in the dark, confusing but fun), there was an afternoon at the races, nights at the opera, a long house-party at Lord Kendrick’s. 


I acquired a manservant, a cousin of Sebastian’s man Joseph. His name was Tunnie: a short, wiry fellow of indeterminate age who’d spent his youth in the Navy. I sent him to M. Duplis to learn how to care for my silver-embroidered coat. 


I acquired a married mistress, Lady Kendrick, then another: her sister, Lady Rokesley.


One morning I realised that I had not seen Tildy for several days. I asked Tunnie to enquire among the other servants, hoping to hear that she’d returned to the country to marry a farmer. He reported, instead, that she had gone out one afternoon, no one knew where or why, and had not been seen again. Her place had already been filled. I did not believe that no one knew; I summoned the maidservants, one at a time, until I found one who would not meet my eyes. With the help of a few shillings, she was able to recall that Tildy had twice gone to visit a Mrs Pettiwood. She had failed to return from the last visit.


‘Who, pray, is Mrs Pettiwood?’


She pointed to her belly. 


‘Ah. And where does Mrs Pettiwood reside?’


‘I don’t know, m’lord.’


I took out another coin. ‘I’m certain you do.’


‘Star Alley off Little Sheep Lane by Cary Street.’ 


‘I wouldn’t go there if I was you, sir,’ said Tunnie, when I summoned him to accompany me. ‘They’d knife you for the buckles on your shoes.’


‘Then I shan’t wear shoes. Fetch my oldest boots, and the brown coat. Bring a cudgel.’


Star Alley was dark at midday and squelched underfoot. It had escaped the Great Fire and the crooked, jettied upper storeys shut out the sky. The inhabitants scuttled away like rats as we approached.


‘How do we know which house?’ I asked Tunnie.


He pointed to a basket of bloody rags outside one door. ‘That one. Don’t you say nothing, sir. And keep your purse well hid until I tell you.’ He led the way to the door, knocked once, then kicked it in. The boy who’d been lurking behind, eye to a knothole, fell over, was collared and lifted off his feet. 


‘We want Mrs Pettiwood.’ Tunnie set him down with a thump but kept his hand tangled in the lad’s hair.


‘Dunno who you mean, sir . . . yow!’


I noticed a light at the end of the corridor where a door cracked open; I pointed it out to Tunnie, who dragged the boy along with us. We entered a dim parlour inhabited by a creature with gnarled hands, greasy grey hair and a single yellow tooth. 


‘Mrs Pettiwood, I presume,’ said Tunnie. ‘We’re looking for a girl.’


Mrs Pettiwood cackled. ‘Two doors down, good sirs, but I’ll expect you back when you’ve caught the clap.’ She laughed so hard I thought she was having a fit.


The boy squirmed out of Tunnie’s grasp and fled. 


With a combination of threats and bribery, we learned that Tildy had come for a medicine to bring on her courses; this having failed, she’d returned for more direct action. Pleased with the outcome – more cackles – she had left. Mrs Pettiwood prattled on and on, telling us what a nice, well-spoken girl Tildy had been, a good girl with a good job in a noble household, no harlot she, just unlucky; clean, too, quite remarkably clean. 


Tunnie glanced around uneasily and gestured to me to leave, but as I turned, the doorway was filled by the shapes of three men, knives drawn. I began considering the alternatives, the most pleasant of which involved being beaten and robbed. I was reaching for my purse, hoping that by immediate compliance I could bargain for our lives when Tunnie exploded in a flurry of violence. One fellow took a cudgel blow to the side of his head that laid him out flat; a knife flew out of nowhere (Tunnie’s boot, I later learned) and stuck in the next man’s arm. I was too surprised to move. Tunnie head-butted the third man, grabbed me and bolted for the door. We didn’t stop until we’d reached the end of the alley.


‘Good God, Tunnie,’ I said, when I’d recovered my breath. ‘Where did you learn that knife trick?’


He tried to look abashed. ‘It weren’t the regular Navy I was in.’


I stared at him. ‘You were a pirate. A pirate, Tunnie?’


‘A liberator of foreign assets, sir.’


A one-armed beggar in a ragged cloak detached himself from a doorway and sidled in our direction. ‘Beg pardon, sirs. I hear you’re looking for a girl.’


‘No, we’re not,’ said Tunnie, turning away.


‘I seen the girl you’re after.’ 


‘What girl?’ I said.


‘Nice girl, pretty.’ He described Tildy accurately. ‘Came twice, last time four days ago.’


‘And did she leave?’


‘Maybe.’


I gave him a shilling.


‘Yes, she left.’


‘Where did she go?’ I held out another.


‘That way.’ He pointed to the right.


‘Not very useful.’ I put the shilling away. ‘Let’s go,’ I said to Tunnie.


‘No, wait,’ the beggar said. ‘I might know something more.’


‘Yes?’


‘I was on my way to the brick kilns where I sleep when I stumbled over a girl in the middle of the road. I think it was the same one. She was dead.’


Although it was what I had prepared myself to hear, it felt like a kick in the stomach. I gave the man his shilling; Tunnie led me to a tavern and ordered us each a pint of ale. ‘Maybe it wasn’t her, sir. Maybe she got away safe.’


His tone told me he didn’t believe that himself.


‘What will have happened to her body, Tunnie?’ 


‘If the watch found her, she’d have been taken to St Clement’s. Or they might have sold her to the anatomists.’


I shuddered, drained my ale and stood. ‘We’ll ask at St Clement’s.’


The church was chill and serene, but as the curate guided us through the graveyard the reek of rotting flesh made me gag. Even Tunnie looked a little green. The pauper’s grave was at the far end: an open pit, half full of corpses. Three layers had been laid to rest, the curate explained; two more and then it would be covered over. 


‘Four nights ago, you say? The only body that night was an old man, but there was a girl brought in the next morning. We waited a day, to see if anyone claimed her. No one did. There, that’s her.’ He pointed to a small foot in a torn stocking near the middle of the pile. ‘Or no, perhaps it’s that one.’ A dirty blue hand clawed the sky.
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A Discovery of the Rosicrucian Fraternity
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Weeks passed. I never told anyone about Tildy; there was no one to tell. Word would get back to her relations in the country; it probably already had. I tried to put it from my mind. I drank a bit more, bought Lucy new gowns, took up horse-racing in Hyde Park, made a woman cry for the first time, had fencing lessons and my first duel, with Lord Rokesley, an even greater idiot than I. We gave each other little nicks, ruined our shirts with blood, went home filled with amour propre. 


As I was preparing to return to Farundell for Christmas I came upon the old ruby brooch in a drawer. I had done nothing about the Contessa; was I still hoping that she would write to me? I was turning the brooch in my fingers when Tunnie brought me a letter from Mr Lytton, the antiquarian bookseller, who begged leave to inform me that a book of possible interest to me had recently come into his hands.


The afternoon was already drawing in and fog was rolling up from the river as I walked to Cecil Court. Mr Lytton rose as I entered. His bow was so creaky that I feared he would fall over. ‘I hope you will forgive my liberty in writing to you,’ he said. 


‘I will,’ I said. ‘Out of curiosity, how did you know where to write?’


He gestured to the newspaper on his desk. It was open to the ‘Out and About in London Town’ page.


‘You read that sort of tittle-tattle?’ He did not look the type.


‘I read everything,’ he said mournfully. ‘Business is slow; I have plenty of time. There is a very entertaining account of a party hosted by yourself and your brother at an address in St James’s Square. I took note because I had received a book, in a lot amongst many, mostly uninteresting others, that I identified at once as coming from Tobias Damory’s library.’ He picked up a slender volume and showed me the inside front cover, where the initials TGHD were inscribed in a distinctive glyph that I recognised at once from the library at Farundell. 


I took it from his hands and turned to the title: Fama Fraternitatis, or, A Discovery of the Rosicrucian Fraternity: the most laudable Order of the Rosy Cross. The mention of the Rosy Cross caused my breath to catch, which I covered with a cough.


‘I come across books from your great-great-grandfather’s library from time to time,’ Lytton was saying, ‘and I’d be more than happy to send them to you. Sometimes a true marvel comes my way. About six or seven years ago I had a beauty: Master Simon de Greer’s famous Alchymical Garden, a great masterpiece.’ A dreamy look came over him.


‘But how have these books come to be bought and sold?’ I asked. ‘I have never known any book to leave Farundell once it has entered.’


‘A number of them came on the market some years ago, and are now widely dispersed. Occasionally they reappear. If you like, I can make enquiries among my colleagues in the antiquarian book trade. We have an arrangement of friendly co-operation, here in England and throughout Europe, helping each other to find what our clients require, with every discretion, of course.’ He touched his finger to the side of his nose and gave me to understand that whatever heresies or erotics I fancied, he could obtain for me, at a price.


‘Yes,’ I said, ‘please do. I will buy anything with his glyph.’ 


He wrapped the book in paper; I put it in my pocket and went to the door, then turned back as though a new thought had occurred to me. ‘By the way, do you happen to know where the Contessa has gone?’ I hoped that he might reveal her name without my having to ask.


‘Ah, the lady who was here when you last visited? I do not; that was the first and only time I saw her. She merely called to leave a letter for someone else.’


I hazarded a guess. ‘For Mr Pym?’


‘Yes, for Mr Pym. Do you know him?’


I made an indeterminate noise.


‘I have never met him myself,’ Lytton said. ‘I inherited him, you could say, from my father. Sometimes we act as his intermediary in small matters. We are his Adresse de Correspondance.’
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I Am One of You!
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I sat up all night reading and rereading the Fama Fraternitatis. It told the story of a young man called Christian Rosenkreutz, who lived more than three hundred years ago. Although of noble birth, he had been, through poverty, placed in a monastery to be raised by monks. At the age of sixteen, having seen nothing of the world beyond its walls, he had begged to be allowed to travel and was sent to accompany an elderly monk on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. When the elderly brother died en route, the young man seized his moment and decided to go to Jerusalem himself. 


On the way, however, he encountered the wise men of Damcar, and beheld the wonders of magic that they wrought, and how the secrets of nature were revealed to them. This so fired his spirit that he immediately set out with a caravan of Arabs bound for that legendary city, deep in the desert. After many privations, he arrived at last and was received not as a stranger, but as a friend long expected.


He stayed for three years, perfecting his command of the Arab tongue and learning many things never imagined in his cloister: the science of nature and the rights and duties of Man as Microcosmos; the arts of Healing, Astronomy and Mathematics. He travelled across the Red Sea into Egypt, where he learned the ancient mysteries of Isis: Alchemy and Thaumaturgy, the secrets of the Philosopher’s Stone and the Elixir of Immortality, knowledge lost to Europe but preserved among the ruined temples and tombs. From there he went to Fez, and although he felt that their Magia was not pure, their Cabala defiled by religion, he was able to make good use of all he learned. He compiled the Book M, which he brought with him when he returned to Europe. His intention was to initiate the Reformation of the entire world with his rediscovery of lost wisdom, his knowledge of the true heritage and destiny of Man and the glorious path of the Christian Reborn.


He went from nation to nation, seeking out the wise and learned, demonstrating the errors in their understanding and how they might be corrected. But they laughed at him, and called him an ignorant fool; no one wanted to admit that their whole science was founded on nonsense. So he returned to his homeland where he built himself a house by a lake with a tall tower where he watched the stars at night and a laboratory where he delved into the heart of matter and learned to unlock the pure spirit within. He had an immense library containing the whole of human knowledge and a collection of astounding automata, and although his mastery of the transmutation of metals could have brought him fame and riches, he instead dedicated himself to healing the sick and spreading God’s love through kindness and charity. 


But seeing the burden of suffering under which Man laboured, he still yearned for the Reformation of the world, and after some years he took on a number of students. These people learned all of his arts and dedicated themselves to healing and good works, to secrecy and to the passing on of their knowledge to the select few who, in every generation, would be revealed by chance or fate. They call themselves Rosicrucians, for the rose that blossomed from the Cross: the Christian Reborn, the perfected human. Adept in the arts of magic and alchemy, they travel the world incognito, taking on the clothing and customs of the lands through which they pass.


As I read, it seemed to me that I had always known about these Rosicrucians, heirs to the wisdom of Egypt and Arabia. Or not known about them, how could I? But it was as though the space they now occupied in my mind had always been there, waiting. Of course, I thought, there must be some, in every age, who know the truths that are hidden from the masses of men. It would be too cruel, otherwise, to abandon us to ignorance and error. 


The text concluded with an invitation to reply and a mysterious conundrum: that although the authors made no mention of their names or location, yet everyone’s reply, in whatever language, would find its way to their hands; they would discern, somehow, whether your heart was true and respond accordingly. 


I knew at once that the Contessa must be a Rosicrucian, as must the enigmatic Mr Pym. By chance our paths had crossed; now they awaited my response. I even knew where to write. Heart aflame and hand trembling, I took up paper and pen. At last I had found the quest for which my soul was destined. Yes, I declared, I am one of you! I waxed poetic: Let me sit at your feet, let me drink of the well of eternal wisdom, et cetera. I addressed the envelope with a flourish: Mr Pym, care of B. Lytton, Bookseller, Cecil Court by the Rose and Crown, and sealed it with an enormous dollop of scarlet wax to express my sincerity and my importance.


But with the light of dawn, doubts began to intrude. The book had been published more than a hundred years ago and referred to events earlier still; probably it was intended as a satire, or a provocative fiction. If Rosicrucians had ever existed, they had obviously failed in their grandiose mission – look at the state of the world. Mr Pym was an ordinary man of business who merely liked to maintain his privacy. At best he was a spy for some foreign power, and the bookshop a useful cover for a discreet correspondence with ‘antiquarian booksellers’ on the Continent. Perhaps Lytton was himself Pym, and maintained a double identity for any number of reasons. And the Contessa was an ordinary adventuress, who enjoyed playing with young hearts. She had used me and discarded me; she had already forgotten me. And the book, the rose and cross? That had been just a dream, a delirium. Lytton had heard me describe them; it was inevitable that he should then try to sell me a book about them. What had I paid? Three guineas, I recalled. Well, I’d made myself an easy mark; I had only myself to blame. 
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A Bargain with the Devil
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The journey to Farundell promised to be unusually comfortable. Sebastian had won, at cards, a carriage from the Marquess of Blandford. It was very grand, with good springs, handsome upholstery and a drinks cabinet (no dildos). But to our dismay we were joined at the last minute by our brother Andrew, on leave from his regiment. It was a source of the most profound irritation to Andrew that Sebastian was the elder; in consequence, he took his role as the military second son with the utmost seriousness. Even as a child he had marched and drilled, stood ramrod straight and subjected himself to Spartan disciplines, such as naked swims in winter and long tramps inadequately attired. He was happiest when he could inveigle the rest of us into his war games, lead stealthy attacks in the middle of the night, defend the elaborate fortresses he built in the woods. Sebastian and I had mocked him, teased him and played tricks on him, but he never cracked.


He glittered with gold braid and clanking metal and took up three-quarters of the carriage. ‘You look terrible, Francis,’ he said.


‘You are too kind.’ I squeezed in next to Sebastian, who was trying to disentangle his legs from Andrew’s very large sword. 


‘Can’t you put that bloody thing on the roof?’ Sebastian’s temper finally snapped. ‘Only a toy soldier wears his sword in a carriage. What you want, in case of highwaymen, is a brace of pistols.’ He reached into his pocket, pulled one out, cocked it, opened the window and fired it into the air. 


I screamed and clapped my hands over my ears; Andrew ascended directly into the roof of the carriage without changing expression, except for a tightening of his jaw. If the brakes hadn’t been on, the horses would have bolted all the way to Farundell. 


When the carriage stopped rocking, Sebastian poured a brandy for himself, and one for me. ‘Your very good health,’ he said.


‘And yours,’ I replied.


We arrived late. Torches illuminated the wide courtyard and the long, ivy-hung sprawl of the house; the windows shone with candlelight. Grooms came running for the horses, footmen unloaded our luggage. I managed to slip up to my room by the back stairs without going through my family’s lengthy greeting rituals, waylaid only by the ecstatic salutations of my wolfhound, Japhet.


My youngest brother Clarence was curled up in the bed but I kicked him out over his drowsy protests. I was too old to share a bed; I felt, in fact, about sixty. Tunnie brought up my trunk and unpacked my clothes; the London suits looked extremely out of place here and I suspected I wouldn’t have the courage to wear them. I sent him for wine and food and settled by the fire with my feet on Japhet, who made little snuffles of contentment. Tunnie returned sooner than I’d expected; it is remarkable how quickly servants are able to find their way in a new household. 


The next morning I rode out early. The ruts in the road had iced over and patches of snow lingered in the shadows. The air was sharp and cold, with a whiff of burning as we passed the coppice wood. Japhet ran circles around me, wider and wider, then raced straight back in like an arrow, before spiralling out once more. My horse’s breath steamed and he pranced to keep warm until I let him out for a canter past stubbly fields and close-cropped meadows dotted with sheep. We skirted a patch of woodland and climbed, trotting now, to the top of Belimor Hill. This, to me, was the centre of Farundell; our land stretched for miles in all directions. I could make out the town of Exley, the villages of Bridewell, Upper and Lower Belcombe, and our house far away in the valley, identified by the columns of smoke rising from its many chimneys, the glimmer of the lake and the River Isis, mist-wreathed and untouched, as yet, by the frigid sun.


The north wind bit my cheeks and seared my lungs. I breathed deeply, expelling the smoke and stench of London. For weeks I had rarely ventured out in daylight; I’d lived, it seemed, in a series of small, dark spaces – beds, carriages, coffee houses, bagnios. No wonder I’d felt old and tired. 


A wave of sparrows fluttered over the field, pecking, twittering, moving on. Japhet scared up a hare, who led him in a mad zigzag before diving into the hedgerow. High above, a pair of red kites circled. 


I rode back the long way and stopped at St Ælfhild’s pool to call on Sally Bird. A woman with that name had lived in the little hut by the sacred spring for as long as anyone could remember, although I suspected that not one but a series of women had taken the name and residence. My Sally had a frizz of white curls, ageless, weathered skin, bright black eyes and nearly all of her teeth. As always, she seemed to have been expecting me. The door stood open; she turned from her cauldron and poured a fragrant, steaming stream into a cup. ‘This will help clear your lungs and spirit of the foul vapours that lie upon them,’ she said.


‘Thank you, Sally.’ I sipped cautiously, tasted honey and elderflower, rosemary, mint and other flavours I couldn’t identify. It was delicious. 


Dried herbs hung in bunches from the rafters, the walls were lined with shelves of thick glass bottles and clay jars, the floor was beaten earth. I felt I’d travelled back in time; London seemed a thousand miles and years away. I settled on a stool by the fire as Sally resumed her work, shaking seeds from their papery pods, funnelling them into carefully labelled jars. As far as I knew, Sally couldn’t read or write; her labels consisted of cryptic symbols derived from flowers, leaves and roots, legible only to herself.


‘How is the Lady Anne your mother?’ she asked after a while.


I shrugged. ‘I didn’t see her when I arrived last night. When I was in London I heard she was with child again. But you probably know that.’ Sally always knew who was pregnant.


‘She is not with child.’


‘Oh? Well, I imagine she’s relieved.’ My mother had borne fifteen children; seven of us still lived. ‘My sister Isabel is to marry next week,’ I said. ‘Will it be a happy marriage, do you think?’ 


Sally didn’t answer.


Isabel’s future husband, Reginald, was our third cousin twice removed, heir to the Harfield lands that adjoined ours to the east. He was very fat and, for reasons unknown, detested by his father, the present Earl, who was in his seventies and looked set to live for ever out of sheer spite. Harfield Hall was a decrepit pile, freezing in winter and full of noxious air and clouds of flies in the summer. I suppose my father considered the match a long-term investment. 


‘Do you know anything about my great-great-grandfather Tobias?’ I asked.


‘How old do you think I am?’ 


I laughed. ‘I mean, do you recall any old stories about him?’


Sally eased into her chair, reached for her pipe, looked questioningly at me.


‘I almost forgot,’ I said, and took a pouch of tobacco from my pocket. ‘Special from London, this is. The finest black Turkish.’


She opened the pouch, sniffed and smiled. ‘You’re a good lad.’


I waited while she cleaned her pipe and filled it, tamped it down and lit it. ‘Tobias?’ I said.


‘He’s not going anywhere.’ She puffed slowly, leaned back and propped her feet on the hearth. ‘Tobias the Alchemist,’ she said, ‘had two wives.’ She always liked to start with something dramatic, to capture your attention. ‘At the same time.’


‘But in the graveyard there’s only one – Clothilde, I think her name was.’


‘There was another, and no one knows where she lies. They say he murdered her, or witched her away, or turned her into gold. Tobias had a secret store of alchemist’s gold, magic gold, that could turn anything to gold just by touching it. It’s hidden somewhere, guarded by a demon. I remember my gran told me that her gran knew a man who discovered the hiding place and tried to steal it; the demon sent him mad. He was found half drowned on the shore of the lake, gibbering nonsense. He never recovered his senses. They say Tobias made a bargain with the Devil and it all went wrong.’


The day had darkened; Japhet shuffled his paws in the doorway, watched by Sally’s irascible tabby cat. As I left, Sally gave me a bottle of thick, dark liquid. ‘Your mother may have need of this,’ she said. ‘Tell her, never more than one spoonful every eight hours. Repeat, please.’


‘Never more than one spoonful every eight hours.’


‘And tell her I will come if she sends for me, but not with a doctor in the room.’


‘I’ll tell her.’


‘And tell her not to let them bleed her.’


‘I’ll tell her, Sally, but . . .’


‘That is all.’


10


Someone’s Fallen In
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I rode back to the house perplexed, intending to seek out my mother at once, but Reginald and his entourage were arriving. Mother stood with Isabel and Father on the step to greet the guests; she seemed bright and gay enough. 


At dinner I was able to approach her chair; I kissed her cheek and was surprised by the foulness of her breath. ‘I apologise for not greeting you last night, Mother.’


She made a small gesture: it was forgiven. I had the impression she hadn’t noticed my absence.


‘And you are well, Mother?’


Another small gesture: as well as could be expected. Her hand moved to rest on her belly, where there was a distinct bulge.


‘I hear we are to be blessed with a new member of the family,’ I said. 


She glanced at me and frowned. ‘One does not discuss such matters at dinner.’


Dinner was followed by dancing; Sebastian and I, au fait with the latest gigues and bourrées from London, were much in demand. 


Isabel, pale in ivory silk, looked about twelve next to Reginald, resplendent in puce. Gorgeous material, but ill fitting. Monsieur Duplis would have deplored the pinched armholes. Reginald retired after one dance, citing his gout. My mother did not dance; but then, she rarely did. During a pause in the dancing, Isabel was asked to sing; I accompanied her on the harpsichord. While in London I had neglected my practice and it showed, but Isabel’s sweet soprano slid over my mistakes.


That night the lake froze over; the next day was colder still. By Christmas Eve the ice was several inches thick and we had a skating party. I loved skating, and Isabel had always been the only one who could keep up with me. We strapped on our blades, I took her arm and we skated off. 


‘Reginald does not skate,’ I said. He sat on the shore in a chair near the bonfire, swathed in fur, sipping chocolate. 


‘Which is a pity,’ Isabel said. ‘He might fall through.’ 


The ice near the shore was rough and pebbly; we went further out, where it was glassy smooth. I took her hand and swung her in a circle. She stretched one leg behind her, skirts billowing. I twirled her faster and faster until she was red-cheeked and laughing, then released her. She sailed away, inscribed a graceful arc and skated back to me. 


The sky was iron-grey; a few flakes of snow drifted down. Arm-in-arm, we circled the lake. On the far side, out of sight of the house, some children were larking about with wooden skates, sticks and what looked like a frozen rat. 


‘Do you remember the night we swam over to the island?’ Isabel said.


‘Of course. In the morning you were afraid to swim back; I had to go on my own and fetch a boat.’


‘Will you come and visit me at Harfield?’ 


I heard the catch in her voice. ‘Of course. We all will. And you’ll come here for visits as often as you like. During the Season you can live in London. Go to the opera and masquerade balls.’ Take lovers, I thought, but didn’t say.


‘I think I hate him.’


‘How can you hate him? You hardly know him.’


‘He never looks at me.’


‘So you hate him for that?’


‘I am silly, I know.’


‘He may die before long,’ I said. ‘I watched him last night; he drinks a great deal and that yellow tinge of his eyes is not a sign of good health.’


‘Well, that is a comfort.’


We circled the lake again and again. ‘How is Mother?’ I asked.


‘Glad to marry me off, fretful about all the entertaining she has had to organise.’


‘You wrote that she was with child.’


‘Her maid told my maid.’


‘Sally Bird says it is not so.’


‘Does she? I suppose she knows best.’


It was dusk; the line between land and sky blurred and skating felt almost like flying. Everyone else had gone back up to the house. As we rounded the island, we heard an ominous cracking sound, followed by shouts from the cluster of children on the far bank.


‘Someone’s fallen in,’ said Isabel, skating closer.


‘They’ll be all right,’ I said. ‘Come away; the ice is too thin there.’


‘We have to help, Francis, we can’t just leave.’


I made her stay where she was and skated cautiously closer. ‘Is all well?’ I called.


In response came inchoate cries. In the shadows I could make out some children dragging a branch down to the shore and trying to push it out. Isabel appeared at my side. ‘Look – the ice has broken, there.’ She pointed to a darker patch. 


I strained to see. ‘There’s no one,’ I said. ‘If someone fell in they’ve already been lost; the currents will have taken them.’


‘No, no, we can’t let her drown . . .’


‘Her? How do you know – damn it, come here.’ I caught hold of her cloak and pulled her back as a crack appeared and moved rapidly in our direction. We retreated, Isabel sobbing now; I held her firmly and skated away as fast as I could. 


The bonfire had died to embers; the cries from across the lake had ceased. Snow fell in fat flakes and melted on Isabel’s face, obscuring her tears. Above the long, dark slope of the meadow the windows of the house glowed with light.
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There Shall Be Signs
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Christmas morning was icy clear. Isabel and I walked around the old cloister to keep warm as we waited for the rest of the family; we had to enter the chapel in the correct order. 


‘I think I might have liked being a nun,’ Isabel said. ‘Can you imagine? Twenty or thirty women living here – an infirmary, a herbarium, a school. A library and a scriptorium.’


‘Poverty, chastity, obedience,’ I said. ‘You might have had some difficulty with the last.’


‘True. But I’m glad they left some of it standing, so I can pretend.’ 


The cloister, or what remained of it, linked the old part of the house, built in 1540 by Roger Damory, Tobias’s father, with the twelfth-century chapel. Cool and pleasant in summer, it was a draughty place in winter, open to the courtyard on one side and the kitchen gardens on the other. 


‘Francis, what is it . . . what is it like . . .’ Isabel stopped, face crimson.


‘What is what like?’


‘Oh, you know. What married people do in bed.’


‘Surely that is a question for Mother?’


‘She said, “Do your duty. Produce an heir.” As though it was a cabbage, or a conjuring trick.’


‘What makes you think I’d know? I’m not married.’


She gave me a look. ‘I know what men get up to in London. Are you a rake yet, or a libertine like Sebastian?’


‘How do you even know those words?’


‘Novels.’


‘And you assume these fictions are real?’


‘Aren’t they?’


‘I have not read your novels.’


‘You are merely being evasive.’


‘Yes.’


‘Francis, please. Please give me some idea what to expect. Surely if it’s as awful as Mother implies, mankind would not be so numerous.’ 


‘It can be heaven,’ I said.


‘Aside from probably being blasphemous, that doesn’t answer my question at all.’


‘Look, here’s everyone. We have to go in.’


We filed into the chapel, Mother and Father first, then Reginald, then the rest of us in order: Sebastian and Andrew, Isabel and I, Gertrude, Catherine and Clarence. 


The chapel was punishingly cold, cold rising from the floor and emanating from the walls, cold light from the bare windows, cold shadows across the nave. It made one feel like a sinner. The old priest – a distant cousin – who had always conducted our services had died and his replacement was unknown to me. An old man as well, though quite spry, with white hair and spectacles. I didn’t catch his name. 


His voice, when he began the first lesson, was unusually resonant. ‘The people that walked in darkness have seen a great light: they that dwelt in the land of the shadow of death, upon them hath the light shined.’


I studied the walls, where traces of painted saints bled through the whitewash: the corner of a blue robe, a halo, the outline of a cross, with a patch of mould blooming like a rose. 


‘And there shall be signs,’ said the priest.


I thought of the Rosy Cross, and, unwillingly, of the Contessa. When I’d spoken of heaven, it was her I’d meant.


‘He came unto his own,’ said the priest, ‘and his own received him not. But as many as received him, to them gave he power to become the sons of God.’ I thought of Christian Rosenkreutz, disregarded by the world, imparting his secrets to a chosen few. 


‘Who rose to the life immortal,’ said the priest. According to the Fama Fraternitatis, immortality was the destiny of all true Christians.


We knelt to receive communion. ‘Most precious body and blood,’ said the priest. 


The wine tasted strangely of roses; the cloth covering the table was embroidered with roses. As I watched, they twined and blossomed, releasing a sweet fragrance. I heard a sound like bells ringing, though the bell tower was long fallen. Isabel reached out and took my hand. Her gloves were embroidered with roses, alive and growing. I shook my head; the ringing faded and the roses stilled.


After the service, as the others hurried inside, I walked up the wooded hill behind the house. The communion wine had had an odd effect – for a moment I wondered whether I was sleepwalking. There was a peculiar tingling beneath my skin, not unpleasant, and a sensation of floating a few inches above the ground. I’d ceased to notice the cold. 


Tobias’s oratory chapel looked forlorn; no one ever came here except for burials – its graveyard deemed more appropriate, if less convenient, than the nuns’. It was a small building, with narrow windows and an unusual pyramidal roof. I pushed aside a briar rose that had sprawled across the path and opened the door, rusty hinges creaking. The single, square room was completely plain with the exception of – I noticed for the first time – a large, elaborate stone rose at the apex of the ceiling. Had the world always been so full of roses? 


In the graveyard Tobias lay beneath a simple slab. I brushed away the dead leaves and read the inscription:


Tobias Geoffrey Herbert Damory


1538–1620


God made Eternity, Eternity the World,


the World Time, and Time Generation.


There was, of course, a rose. It must have been here all along; I’d never really looked. A cross was carved the entire length of the slab; at its centre, over Tobias’s heart, bloomed the rose. 
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The Child
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I returned to the house. One feast in the hall for a hundred or so tenants, villagers, minor burghers, with music from the gallery, trumpets and violins – unbelievably noisy; another upstairs for local gentry, a slightly lesser din. I went to my room, took up the Fama Fraternitatis and looked for the letter I’d written to Mr Pym. Unable to find it, I summoned Tunnie, who said he’d posted it before we left London. 


‘In future, Tunnie,’ I said, ‘don’t post anything unless I specifically ask you to. I need to allow for second thoughts.’ 


I couldn’t remember exactly what I’d written, but it had been a not altogether clear-headed, middle-of-the-night sort of thing. No doubt Mr Pym, whoever he was, foreign spy or ordinary man of business, would find it utterly incomprehensible and take me for a lunatic. Unless – the thought niggled at the back of my mind – he was a real Rosicrucian, he’d understood my letter, and all those roses were his reply. 


Isabel was married two days later, in murrey damask embroidered with roses and pearls. I had no chance to speak with her, just kissed her and wished her luck along with everyone else as she and Reginald set off in his carriage. She waved and smiled bravely from the window.


My mother collapsed the moment the carriage was out of sight, and was helped to her room. A footman was dispatched to Exley to fetch the doctor. I remembered what Sally Bird had said, and when the doctor arrived, waylaid him in the hall.


‘Do not bleed her,’ I said.


‘Ah, you are a medical man, my good young sir; I had not realised.’ He swept off his hat and made a deep bow. ‘Such a pleasure to meet a new colleague. I gather you have made a thorough examination of the patient; of her urine and her stools, of the odours of her breath, the markings on her tongue, the condition of her finger- and toenails, the texture of her skin. And of course, since she has been your patient for many years, you will know her medical history. I am most eager to learn your diagnosis.’


Before I could reply, my father appeared, frowned at me and ushered the doctor upstairs. I followed, but was barred at the bedchamber door by Nancy, Mother’s dour-faced maid. ‘Tell Lady Anne that Sally Bird will come if she asks,’ I said. Nancy gave me a horrified look, crossed herself and closed the door.


 


The thaw began the next night, the silence broken by great cracks and groans as the lake ice shifted. Rain fell, hard and heavy. In the morning the Isis flooded the water meadows; when I rode out at midday the lake had spread among the willows and hazel that lined the shore. Two men were at the weir, struggling to raise the sluice gate and poking beneath the water with a long stick.


‘Jammed by a log,’ one said.


‘Or a bag of gold,’ laughed another.


One man stood to the side, watching anxiously. He stepped forward, hesitated. 


‘You have another idea?’ I said to him.


‘My daughter, m’lord . . .’


‘Stop poking about with that stick,’ I said, dismounting. ‘Can you not climb in and reach down with your hands?’


‘Too deep, m’lord.’


‘Too bloody cold.’


‘Can’t swim, or I would,’ said the father.


I stripped down to my breeches and jumped in.


The shock nearly killed me. It was unimaginably cold; I went numb immediately. An immense tiredness filled my mind, blackness spread like ink. Faces floated past: the Contessa, Lucy, Isabel, Sebastian . . . But wasn’t it just too stupid to die like this? I really shouldn’t. Had I not come here for a reason? Oh yes, the child. I forced my eyes open, groped downwards, grasped what might have been a limb, pulled. It was trapped, wedged in by a log. My lungs were on fire, but if I went up for another breath I knew I would never dive again. I kicked at the log, too numb to tell if I was having any effect until at last the body slid free and I clawed for the surface.


I must have lost consciousness for a moment – the next thing I remember I was lying on the bank, looking into the blue eyes of the child. Her eyelids had been eaten by the fishes. 


Two of the men slung me across my horse and made for the house. The last I saw of the father, he was sitting in the mud holding his daughter’s white and fingerless hand.
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The Missing Books
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I recovered quickly. My sisters and Clarence thought I was a hero, coddled me in furs with warming pans at my feet and spent the afternoon running back and forth bringing me hot drinks and titbits of food. Sebastian wept with laughter when he learned that I’d nearly killed myself for the corpse of a peasant child; Andrew was aggrieved that I had not summoned him to do it. 


It rained all week. My mother remained in her room, seeing no one but the doctor, who called every day. I learned from Tunnie, who at my suggestion cultivated a friendship with Mother’s maid Nancy, that he was not bleeding her, but dosing her with mercury concoctions of his own devising, with which he claimed to have had much success in similar cases. 


‘Cases of what?’ I asked; Tunnie said Nancy did not know. There was no more talk of pregnancy.


I spent most of my time in the library, looking for anything with the TGHD glyph. Tobias had had one of the largest collections of books and manuscripts in England; scholars had come from afar to consult it. I’d always thought we had kept them all. We are a family of bibliophiles, with some notable exceptions, and the library had expanded considerably in the last hundred years. Most of Tobias’s books resided in glass-fronted cases, though some had escaped to mingle with the common fellows on the open shelves. 


There had always been a librarian to maintain order. One of my earliest memories was of Mr Trevelyan, with his tufts of mousy hair and his musty odour, who held me on his bony knee and let me turn the pages of the magnificent Crèvecoeur Book of Hours, the pride of the collection. But when Trevelyan left, my father had not filled the post and disorder was creeping in.


The library was dim and quiet, the tall windows streaming with rain. I passed many blissful hours flicking through some of the books, lingering over others: an introduction to the Chaldean and Armenian languages; a translation of Plato by Marsilio Ficino. I got lost in Jean de Léry’s fascinating Historia Navigationis in Brasiliam, quae et America Dicitur. Many books had copious marginalia in Tobias’s hand – berating, correcting and very occasionally commending the author.


After a time, I noticed that I’d found no books whatsoever on alchemy or any related field; a bit odd, considering Tobias’s renown as an alchemist. Could these be the ones to which Lytton had referred?


After a fortnight on the doctor’s remedy, my mother was deemed well enough to dine with the rest of the family. She looked feverish to me and, despite the padded robe, extremely thin. She was sweating and swallowing convulsively and only pretending to eat.


Sebastian, who had gone up to London for a few days, arrived late and drew disapproving glances. He rolled his eyes, slipped into his seat across from me and applied himself to the roast venison. As the plates were being cleared he leaned back in his chair and reached into his pocket. My first thought was that he was about to bring forth a pistol and fire it at the ceiling; I prepared to cover my ears. Instead he took out a parcel and tossed it to me. ‘This arrived at the house for you.’


I unwrapped it. There was a book and a letter, which I looked at only long enough to see that it was from Lytton and put in my pocket. As I turned to the book, my mother gasped. She seemed so stricken I thought she was having a seizure of some sort; Andrew leapt up and rushed to her side. 


She pointed at the book. ‘You told me Trevelyan destroyed those books.’ 


‘I beg your pardon?’ I said, then realised she was addressing my father.


I glanced at the book. It was beautiful – blue leather binding with silver corners and hasps set with opals, a rose and cross outlined in gilt on the cover. Vellum pages, not paper: a bound manuscript. A very valuable book indeed.


My father stood. ‘Come with me, Francis,’ he said, and led the way to the drawing room. He paced for a while, then sat in an armchair by the fire and gestured me to the chair opposite. I could not recall another occasion, aside from meals or in chapel, when I had been seated in my father’s presence. 


He was silent for a long time. I heard a stealthy rustling as people gathered to listen at the keyhole, which he didn’t seem to notice. It occurred to me that he might be growing deaf. His mouth worked as though he was chewing words and swallowing them. He was badly shaved; his valet was an ancient dim-sighted fellow with a tremor. It was a wonder my father survived his daily ministrations.


He crossed his legs; I did the same. He glared at me – was I mocking him? I uncrossed my legs.


‘I must ask you to give me that book,’ he said.


I only just stopped myself from obeying instantly. ‘But I have not read it yet.’


His eyes widened; he too had expected immediate obedience. He stood, and perforce so did I. ‘Not a request. Give me the book, Francis.’


We realised at about the same time that I was now taller than he was. He restrained himself from taking a step backwards, but he pulled in his chin. I restrained myself from hiding the book behind my back.


He moved faster than I’d imagined possible, striking me across the face with one hand while snatching the book with the other. As I staggered back he flung the book on the fire, seized the poker and rammed it into the heart of the flames.


I lunged at him; we fell in an ungainly tangle. His wig slipped over his eyes and he flailed blindly at me. I tried to get my hands around his neck. I was bleeding like a pig where his ring had opened a cut over my left eye and the blood spattered on to his contorted face and white cravat. He made horrible grunts and wheezes; I fought in silence, determined to kill him.


Sebastian and Andrew burst in and separated us, accompanied by a crowd of servants. Father got to his feet, straightened his wig and walked unsteadily from the room. The crowd parted to let him pass. I turned to the fireplace and poked at the embers, but all that remained of the book were a few bits of twisted silver. Tunnie handed me a cup of wine; I sank into a chair and let him press a cloth to the cut on my brow. 


It was not until later, when I was preparing for bed, that I came upon Lytton’s letter. After the usual salutations and courtesies, which took up half the page, and further declarations of the very great pleasure, et cetera, it gave him to deliver into my hands this quite special, et cetera, item from Tobias’s library, came the words: ‘. . . which your friend the Contessa has brought in and asked me to send to you.’


I read and reread the words. The Contessa, the Contessa, the Contessa. I had persuaded myself that she was a shallow adventuress; I had almost managed to forget her. How I had misjudged her!


I headed straight for my father’s room with the intention of throttling him in his bed. What a fool I’d been, what a stupid, trusting child. I’d done everything but put the book on the flames myself. Why hadn’t I put it in my pocket? I’d stood there holding it out for him. Had I expected a civilised conversation, an attempt to persuade me with reason? Had I thought he would take no for an answer? Had I thought he would ask more than once?


He was not in his room; he, and everyone else, was across the passage outside my mother’s room, where she had collapsed again. His face was so full of distress that it stopped me in my tracks. He glanced at me but I don’t think he really saw me.


I returned to my room, sat by the fire and drank a large brandy. What had Mother said? You told me Trevelyan destroyed that book – no, those books. But I couldn’t imagine Trevelyan destroying any books; they were his life, his children. And Tobias’s books, the foundation of the library? Never. He would sooner have died, I was sure. I knew, then, what had happened to the missing books, the ones about alchemy, magic, cabala. Trevelyan had been ordered to destroy them but had sold them instead, and lied to my father. 
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Her Last Words
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My mother’s condition deteriorated from that night. She kept to her bed and started moaning with pain, a low, continuous sound that penetrated doors and walls. The doctor came and went, prescribing new medicines and finally attempting to bleed her, though I heard from Tunnie that the blood would not flow. The moans grew louder; she never slept. 


With Tunnie’s help, I obtained one of the doctor’s empty bottles and filled it with Sally Bird’s medicine. I made rather a good forgery of the doctor’s label, with instructions: Not more than one spoonful every eight hours. For verisimilitude, I sent Tunnie into Exley, where he was to hire a lad to deliver it to the house as though from the doctor himself. The moans ceased that night; my mother, we learned, slept peacefully. The doctor was credited with a miraculous cure.


Sally’s medicine eased the pain but there was no cure. Mother weakened steadily; she never ate or drank and soon could not even raise her head. The priest came, and we were summoned to her bedside to say goodbye. I scarcely recognised her; she looked like a tiny bird, sunk among cushions and furs, her skin shrunken over her face so that the skull showed through. I thought we had come too late, but then her eyes opened and moved from face to face. When she came to me a spark appeared and she beckoned me close.


I leaned over, but could not make out her whisper. I lowered my ear to her mouth, then jerked back as she shouted, ‘You are an idiot.’ Everyone gasped; my father bundled me out of the room.


Those were her last words.


Isabel came back for the funeral. It was a mild day, with wood doves calling and snowdrops pushing through the dead leaves in the graveyard. After the burial we rode out together.


‘Well,’ I said, ‘how is married life?’


‘Not what I expected,’ she said. ‘Reginald went off to stay with friends. He never, we never, that is . . . well, we never even shared a bed. Nothing happened at all.’


‘So that is a relief?’


‘Yes, I suppose it is. Though of course the dread event may only have been postponed. But he’s left me at Harfield with his ghastly father. If you can believe it,’ she lowered her voice, as though the horses could hear, ‘he wanted to inspect me.’


‘Inspect?’


‘He came to my rooms and ordered the maids to undress me. So he could see if I was likely to produce an heir. I am glad to see you looking shocked; if you had told me this was the usual thing I would never have forgiven you for not warning me.’


‘I’m speechless,’ I said. ‘What did you do?’


‘I took up my sewing scissors and prepared to defend my honour.’


‘What did he do?’
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