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For Harry and Tom, because I made a promise




Author’s Notes and Acknowledgments


As a child I loved the stories of the Arabian Nights—or, One Thousand and One Nights, to give the collection its proper title. The first English language translation of these exotic fables was in 1706—a time when the West was really just waking up to the vast cultural and religious treasures of the East. Tales of far-flung kingdoms, fabulous jewels, fanciful creatures, and daring heroes fueled my imagination. Many of them had their roots in ancient Sanskrit legends as well as Buddhist stories.


One of my favorites featured the exploits of Sinbad the Sailor. The eponymous hero was transported by a giant bird, called a roc, to a land where the floor of the valley was “carpeted with diamonds.” Between the fourteenth and eighteenth centuries many young explorers and adventurers were drawn to India and the Far East by such tales of riches beyond anyone’s wildest dreams.


Little did I ever imagine, however, that in my adult life I would stumble across a true account of an expedition in India by an English traveler that could rival those stories. The Narrative of a Journey to the Diamond Mines at Sumbhulpoor in the Province of Orissa is a most extraordinary document. Published almost thirty years after the original journey was undertaken in 1766, it details the exploits of Thomas Motte. Motte was commissioned by Lord Clive, or Clive of India, to open up trade and purchase diamonds from the rulers of that region. The mission was a highly dangerous one. Indeed, Motte’s English traveling companions and servants all died of fever during the trip. His account of the journey, however, is a fascinating travelogue, in which he explores not only the natural history but also the beliefs and customs of the tribes of that region. Among the many observations about the day-to-day life of these people we find extraordinary firsthand accounts of supernatural happenings, huge scorpions and spiders and—most amazingly of all—a monstrous snake with sacred powers. The name of the snake was Naik Buns, and it was worshiped by the mountain rajas in this area. If it died, so ran the belief, the world would end. To stave off the possibility, the sacred serpent was appeased with chickens and goats every week, which were deposited at the mouth of the cave where it lived. Motte actually witnessed the snake devour this prey and estimated that in diameter it was “upwards of two feet.”


During the mid eighteenth century, Britain was one of several European powers vying for dominance in India. There was much to play for—spices, silks, and, of course, gems. Before the early 1700s, India was the world’s only source of diamonds. The mines of Golconda were famous for yielding the most magnificent diamonds, including the famous Koh-i-Noor and Hope diamonds.


A succession of wars and various subsequent treaties led Britain to establish Fort William, which later became Bengal. Its first governor was Warren Hastings, who went on to be the first governor-general of India from 1773 to 1785. His story also makes for fascinating reading, as do the many love letters he wrote to his second wife, Marian, on which I have drawn for this novel.


So, it is against an exotic backdrop of oriental intrigue in the 1780s that I decided to set this, the sixth novel in the Dr. Thomas Silkstone mystery series. As ever, my research has taken me on my own fascinating journey, from the extraordinary ruins of the Golconda Fort in India to the British Library.


In my writing I have been helped and encouraged by the following people: historian and London guide Peter Berthoud, David Baldwin, and Georgina Peek. As ever my thanks also go to my editor, John Scognamiglio, and my agent, Melissa Jeglinski. I am also grateful to Carolyn Cowing for her interest in the project. Finally, I wish to acknowledge the love and support of my husband, Simon, and my children, Charlie and Sophie, and my parents, Patsy and Geoffrey.




 


 


Good friend, for Jesu’s sake forbear


To dig the dust enclosed here.


Blest be the man that spares these stones


And curst be he that moves my bones.


 


—William Shakespeare (1564–1616)


THIS EPITAPH ON THE POET’S TOMB IN STRATFORD-UPON-AVON WAS PURPORTEDLY CHOSEN BY THE BARD HIMSELF.




Chapter 1


Hyderabad, India,
in the Year of Our Lord 1775


 


From high up on a loop of the great wall, the bania watched the pinpricks of flame blister the blackened city. Swords in hand, blazing torches aloft, the nizam’s men gathered near one of the thirteen great gates. The citadel was sealed. No one could enter and no one could leave. But most of the ordinary inhabitants were cowering inside their dwellings, fearful for their lives.


Bava Lakhani was the bania’s name. He was a Gujarati merchant who’d always lived by his wits. He’d known he was taking a gamble, but in a land where fanciful stories grew like pomegranates, he was certain this legend was seeded in truth. For years he’d acted as a middleman between the jagirdars who owned the diamond mines and the Europeans. He would be the first to admit that he did not always play by the rules, the few that there were. Yet the gods had smiled on him so far. The French, the Dutch, the Portuguese, and, of course, the English all knew him to supply a good bulse. They trusted him to select a few fine stones among those of poorer quality and to ask a fair price. When they opened the small purses, they were seldom disappointed: bloodred rubies, cobalt blue sapphires, and, of course, diamonds. Always diamonds. But what he had now was far too valuable to be included in an ordinary packet. What he had now might, just might, be a legend about to be uncovered, waiting to dazzle, delight, and amaze with its fantastical brilliance once it had been cut. What he had now might be worthy to grace the collections of the crowned heads of Europe, who would, no doubt, be willing to pay a most generous price for the privilege.


Yes, there was a risk. There always was, but this risk was bigger than all the swollen bulbs of the old rulers’ tombs put together. And now it was looming over him like a monstrous cobra, readying itself to strike. There’d been an edict. Somehow, word had got out. Somehow the nizam’s vakil had discovered that a miner had not declared his find and had escaped with a huge gemstone from the nearby diamond fields. The miner, a Dalit of the lowest caste, had come to him, and he, Bava Lakhani, had agreed to act for him. But the law was plain. Anyone who found a diamond of more than ten carats was required to hand it over to the governor of the mine. And that law had been violated. The Dalit risked death, and so, of course, did he. He knew that, should they be caught, their executions, the more torturous and gruesome the better, would serve as an example to others who might think of following in their wake. He tugged at his enormous moustache. The thought of his own death sent a runnel of cold sweat coursing down his back and set his heart beating as fast as a tabla drum. Now he must do, or die.


So secret was the mission and so precious the cargo that the transaction had to take place after dark. And how dark it was. Night coated the city’s minarets and spandrels like melted tar. The air was close and the sky pregnant with monsoon rain. Everyone knew the Lord Indra would make the clouds burst any day now. Even though he was a good distance away, the bania could see the guards swarming like locusts on the poor quarter that oozed like a festering sore inside the walls. This was where the mosquitoes and rats were the fattest and the residents the thinnest. The stench was always bad, but at the end of the dry season, it was almost unbearable. Dust choked the narrow streets. And now it was mixed with something else. Fear. He could hear the shouts and screams, too. He knew the guards were approaching fast.


Scrambling down from the wall, the merchant nodded to his naukar. The servant, spindly as a spider, waited below, standing by a handcart that held a large hessian sack. The trader’s gaze settled on the bundle. He gave it an odd look, taking a deep breath as he did so. The deal he was about to broker could mean life or death. The exchange he was about to undertake would seal not just his own fate but that of his only son and his sons, too.


“Come, Manjeet,” he whispered. “We must hurry.”


 


 


Nine years later, Brandwick Common,
the county of Oxfordshire, England


The moment after the shot tore through the air there was silence. Silence and smoke. It was as if time itself stood still, caught up in the haze of gunpowder, watching to see what would happen. No one had to wait long. The man’s mouth fell agape, and he gasped for the air that was already escaping from his punctured breast. He reeled backward, clutching his chest, then dropped, like a stone, to the ground.


“No. Please, God. No!” cried Lady Lydia Farrell. She rushed forward, careening down the hollow, followed by her maid, Eliza. When she reached the limp body, she slumped to her knees on the dew-sodden grass. A red stain was blooming on the man’s chest. To her horror, she had seen the well-aimed shot hit Dr. Thomas Silkstone.


The apothecary, Mr. Peabody, was the doctor’s second at the duel and the first to reach him. Lydia found him pressing hard on Thomas’s breastbone, trying to stop the dark patch from growing. Jacob Lovelock, the groom, had been waiting with the carriage. As soon as he’d seen the doctor fall, he’d jumped down and begun to run over, too.


“Tell me he is not dead,” Lydia whispered in disbelief. “He cannot be dead.” She reached over and clutched Thomas’s cold hand. Then her own heart missed a beat as she watched the apothecary rip open the bloodstained shirt to reveal the wound.


Mr. Peabody looked up. Even though it was a chilly morning, the little man’s face was glistening with sweat. Lowering his head, he put his ear to Thomas’s mouth, then felt for a pulse in his neck. “He lives,” he told her after a moment. “But only just.”


Lydia felt panic strangle her voice. “He can’t die. He can’t,” she croaked. Eliza, fighting back her own tears, put an arm around her mistress, but Lydia would have none of it. She shrugged her off. “What must we do?” she asked Mr. Peabody.


“We must get him to the carriage, my lady,” he replied.


The morning light was pearly, but a blanket of mist still hugged the ground and Lydia suddenly became aware of men’s voices and the sound of horses. She struggled to her feet and could just make out a carriage on the opposite side of the hollow. A whip cracked and the carriage sped off, heading away from the common.


Jacob Lovelock saw it, too. “Coward!” he cried. “You bastard!” He coughed up a gob of spittle and sent it arcing in the carriage’s direction.


The Right Honorable Nicholas Lupton was leaving the scene in all haste. It was he who had challenged the doctor to the duel. It was he who had fired the shot. And it was he who would face a murder charge if his opponent died.


“He’ll not get away with it, m’lady,” yelled the pock-marked groom, approaching fast.


Seeing her former steward make good his getaway, Lydia also felt the anger rise in her. Like the rat she knew him to be, he was deserting the scene, leaving his rival to die. She also knew her ire needed to be channeled. Now she must devote all her energies to saving Thomas and there was no time to waste.


“Jacob!” she cried to Lovelock. “Help here!” She pointed to Thomas lying motionless in Mr. Peabody’s arms. “We need to get Dr. Silkstone to the Three Tuns.”


A breathless Lovelock nodded and slid his arms under Thomas’s legs.


“Be careful,” Mr. Peabody instructed as he hooked his own hands under his patient’s arms. Together the two men lifted him up.


“But he will live?” Lydia asked the apothecary as he staggered under Thomas’s weight. Eliza steadied her mistress as they headed for the carriage.


Mr. Peabody, his face still grave, grunted, struggling with his burden. “We can but hope, your ladyship, but he needs great care,” he told her.


Reeling across the wet grass, the two men arrived at the carriage and heaved their patient inside, laying him lengthways on a seat. The women followed and Eliza found a blanket to lay over him. Suddenly Thomas started to shake violently, and Lydia shot a horrified look at the apothecary.


“We must get him to the inn,” said Mr. Peabody, feeling the pulse once more. “The professor should be there soon.”


“The professor?” asked Lydia, frowning.


“Professor Hascher, from Oxford,” replied the apothecary. “He will be on his way.”


Puzzled, Lydia shook her head. News of the imminent arrival of Thomas’s anatomist friend from Oxford, although most welcome, confused her. “But how did he . . . ?”


Mr. Peabody’s eyes slid away from hers. “Dr. Silkstone made plans, m’lady,” he said, returning to his charge and pressing on the wound.


“Plans?” repeated Lydia. “What sort of plans?”


Still not lifting his gaze, the apothecary bit his lip, as if trying to stop himself from divulging a secret.


“What sort of plans, Mr. Peabody?” she insisted.


The apothecary shook his head, and then regarded her for a moment.


“The doctor did not accept Mr. Lupton’s challenge lightly,” he began cryptically.


“What do you mean?” Lydia was growing increasingly irritated.


“I mean he conceived a way to thwart any possible injury, m’lady.”


Lydia shook her head. “You are talking in riddles,” she told him. “Please be plain.”


The apothecary sighed, as if acknowledging defeat. “The doctor asked the blacksmith to forge him a light cuirass to repel the lead shot, m’lady.”


“A cuirass!” exclaimed Lydia. “You mean armor?”


Peabody nodded. “I do, m’lady.” He pointed to the bloody wound, and Lydia forced herself to look closer. She could see what he meant. There seemed to be some sort of metal sheeting under Thomas’s shirt. “He also wore a layer of thick horsehair wadding beneath.” The apothecary directed his gaze to a ball of coarse threads, now soaked in blood. “He hoped the lead shot would fail to penetrate the breastplate.”


Lydia’s red-rimmed eyes opened wide. “I see,” she muttered.


Mr. Peabody shook his head. “Sadly, m’lady, the shot has clearly pierced the armor.”


“But you say Professor Hascher is on his way!” There was a note of hope in Lydia’s voice. She should have known that Thomas would not leave it to chance to dodge Lupton’s shot. He was organized, meticulous, reasoned. He would not allow fortune to dictate his fate. There had been method in his apparent madness in accepting the challenge. But that method had most certainly failed him. She gazed at Thomas’s deathly pale face and took his hand in hers once more. “Let us pray he can be saved,” she whispered.


Back at Boughton Hall, Sir Montagu Malthus, the custodian of Lady Lydia’s estate and official guardian to her young son and heir, Richard, was breakfasting in the morning room. A great raven of a man, and one of the finest lawyers in the land, he also carried a very personal grudge. He had made it his mission to prevent Lydia from marrying the American parvenu Dr. Thomas Silkstone, so destroying the English bloodline. So far, he had done rather well. The upstart doctor from the Colonies would surely admit defeat very soon, and as for poor dear Lydia, well, she was so highly suggestible that he could, and had, told her a pack of lies and she would believe anything he said.


Satisfied in such knowledge, he was now able to concentrate fully on his plans to enclose the whole of the Boughton Estate, fencing it off from the commoners and woodsmen. Over a bowl of hot chocolate, he was considering his day’s tasks when Howard entered. From the anxious look on the butler’s normally sanguine features, Sir Montagu could tell he had some urgent news to impart. Howard cleared his throat.


“Begging pardon, sir, but Peter Geech would speak with you.”


Sir Montagu looked up from his bowl, then set it down.


“Geech?” he repeated. He wondered what the landlord of the Three Tuns had to relate that couldn’t wait until later in the day. “Tell him to go away and return at a more civilized hour.”


Howard looked uncomfortable. “He says it is most urgent, sir.” Then, as if to press Geech’s case further, the butler added: “It concerns Dr. Silkstone, sir.”


“Ah!” Sir Montagu paused at the mention of Thomas’s name and suddenly changed his high-handed tune. He dabbed the corners of his mouth with his napkin. “Then you better allow him in,” he instructed.


Peter Geech, always with at least one of his beady eyes on the main chance, was shown into the morning room, clutching the brim of his tricorn. Sir Montagu eyed him like a hawk would a mouse or a vole before it struck, then signaled for Howard to leave.


“Well?” he said, as soon as they were alone. He did not invite the landlord to sit. “You have news concerning Silkstone?”


Geech thrust out his chin, as if he was proud to be the one to break the news. “I thought you’d like to know there’s been a duel on the common, sir,” he began. He paused for dramatic effect.


Sir Montagu paused, too, and arched one of his thick brows. “Tell me more,” he said, leaning back in his chair.


“’Twixt Mr. Lupton and Dr. Silkstone, sir.”


Now both of Sir Montagu’s brows were raised in unison. He leaned forward, his interest piqued. “Has there indeed? And what, pray tell, was the outcome?”


Geech paused again, licking his thin lips, as if relishing what he was about to impart, but his silence spoke to Sir Montagu. He would say no more without a reward. The men’s eyes met.


“A crown,” said the lawyer.


Geech remained steadfast. “I was hoping . . .”


Sir Montagu frowned and leered toward the innkeeper. “I could go to the village and ask any peasant on the street to tell me,” he said coldly. “Then I could have your squalid tavern closed down!” He reached over the table and lifted the china lid of a jam pot, then shut it again to illustrate his point.


The landlord reddened and squeezed the brim of his tricorn. “Of course, sir,” he said, suddenly losing his nerve.


“So?”


“Dr. Silkstone was wounded.”


“Was he indeed?” There was a flicker of a smile on the lawyer’s lips.


“Yes, sir. They brought him to the inn.”


“They?”


“Her ladyship and her maid and the—”


“What? Lady Lydia?” At the mention of Lydia’s name, the scowl returned to Sir Montagu’s face. To the best of his knowledge, she was still sleeping soundly upstairs. He pushed himself away from the table and stood up. “Her ladyship is with him now?” The news clearly angered him. He strode over to the window.


“Yes, sir,” continued Geech. “And now an arrest warrant for Mr. Lupton has been issued by Sir Arthur Warbeck.”


Sir Montagu wheeled ’round, his hands behind his back. “Has it indeed? So the American might die?” He knew that if that were the case, a charge of manslaughter would be brought against the steward. “You have seen him?”


Geech nodded. “Hit in the chest, he was, sir. He’s stone-cold out of it, sir, but Mr. Peabody is seeing to him.”


Sir Montagu allowed himself a chuckle. “Peabody? That clown can kill a man as easily as any lead shot!”


Emboldened by the lawyer’s response, Geech went on: “But I’ve been told to expect Sir Theodisius Pettigrew and another surgeon from Oxford presently, sir.”


The news of the men’s arrival wiped the smirk from Sir Montagu’s face. “The coroner?” He walked forward and grasped the back of his chair. “And Professor Hascher, no doubt,” he mumbled.


“Sir?” Geech did not catch the lawyer’s words.


Sir Montagu reached into his pocket and produced two silver coins. He tossed them on the floor at the landlord’s feet, one after the other. They rolled along the wooden floorboards and came to rest at the edge of a rug. “A crown for the information,” he said, “and another to keep me abreast of the doctor’s condition.” As he watched Geech grovel to pick up the coins, Sir Montagu very much hoped that before the day’s end the innkeeper would be the bearer of news of Thomas Silkstone’s death.




Chapter 2


In an upper room at the Three Tuns, three anxious onlookers—Lydia; her maid, Eliza; and Mr. Peabody—were keeping vigil at Thomas’s bedside. There had been a glimmer of hope. The doctor had opened his eyes, smiled at the sight of Lydia, and then been lost to her again. At around midday Boughton’s stable lad, Will Lovelock, had come, bearing a message from Sir Montagu. The lawyer had, said his missive, heard the terrible news and wished Lydia to know that if he could be of any assistance, she had only to say. The carriage was at her disposal, and he had instructed the Reverend Unsworth to say prayers for Dr. Silkstone. His words had offered her a little comfort, although she could not be sure that he meant them. She continued to watch and wait, and as she waited, she, too, prayed, prayed as never before. And she made a vow: Please God, if you let him live, then nothing will stop us being together, I swear.


By the time the clock in the room struck three, there was still no sign of Sir Theodisius and Professor Hascher. Lydia felt her anxiety mount. “Where are they?” she asked aloud, not expecting a reply.


No sooner had she posed the question, however, than Eliza blustered in from a foray to buy fresh herbs to scent the room. She was able to furnish her mistress with an answer.


“They’ve been spotted, m’lady,” she told her breathlessly. “A wheel came off their carriage just north of Woodstock, but ’tis mended now.”


Almost two more anxious hours followed until, just before the church bell struck the hour, a carriage drew into the inn’s courtyard. Inside were Sir Theodisius Pettigrew and Professor Hascher, and their presence had never been more welcome.


“Thank God you are here!” cried Lydia, rushing forward to greet Sir Theodisius as he lumbered into the room. A corpulent gentleman, he enveloped the young woman in a warm embrace. Without children of his own, he had always regarded her as he would his own daughter.


“Dear child,” he told her, “do not fear. Professor Hascher is here.” He glanced at the elderly, snowy-haired man who was advancing straight to Thomas’s side. “He will do everything he can.”


Before the duel, Thomas had sent word of his intentions to the Oxford coroner. Sir Theodisius was fully cognizant of the doctor’s plans, but it had come as a shock to him to learn from Peter Geech on arrival at the Three Tuns what had actually come to pass.


Professor Hascher, a Saxon by birth, set to work immediately while the others retired to a respectful distance. Mumbling to himself in his native tongue, he opened up his medical case and started to examine his patient. While Mr. Peabody was asked to remain to assist, Sir Theodisius thought it best if he took Lydia and her maid outside. He wasted little time in escorting them from the room, leaving the elderly anatomist to probe and suture away from their fretting gaze.


“I think some fresh air may be in order,” the coroner suggested.


Lydia nodded, and together they stepped out into the courtyard of the Three Tuns. Eliza remained in the hall. By now it was early evening and the hostler was watering the carriage horses that had come from Oxford, bringing the coroner and the professor. Sir Theodisius and Lydia slipped unnoticed through a small gate into a shaded garden at the back of the inn. In the last few days, spring had made its presence felt. The grass was ankle-high and studded with drifts of bluebells. An unkempt flower bed teemed with periwinkles and yellow tansies. Lydia knew tansies were often wrapped in funeral winding sheets to ward off insects. She shivered at the thought.


“Here,” said Sir Theodisius. His plump finger pointed to a stone seat that overlooked a stream, and there they sat.


“You mustn’t fret, my dear,” said the coroner, staring at the gurgling water. “The professor will see Thomas right.”


Lydia sighed deeply, her breath trembling in her chest. “Please God let it be so, sir,” she replied. She wanted to cry, but did not. Instead she made a confession.


“I’ve been a fool,” she said suddenly.


Sir Theodisius’s head jolted, sending his jowls wobbling. “What’s this, my dear?”


She pulled the head of an oxeye daisy from its stem and began plucking the petals. “He’s been the only one who’s been true to me.”


The coroner inclined his head. “Ah,” he said, as if suddenly understanding. “Thomas.”


“The thought of losing him . . .” She tossed the daisy head into the stream.


Sir Theodisius nodded and patted her hand. “I know, my dear. I know. Sometimes it takes the prospect of losing someone to make us realize how much they mean to us.”


Lydia looked the coroner in the eye. “He means the world to me.”


The coroner nodded. “Then you must tell him so.”


“I intend to,” she said with a nod, then looked away and muttered quietly, “If I have the chance.”


Just then the latch on the gate clicked, and both of them switched back to see Eliza’s head peering ’round. “Professor Hascher says you may return, m’lady,” she said.


Sir Theodisius smiled at Lydia and squeezed her hand. “Yes, you must tell him so yourself,” he said.


All of them made their way back inside and up the stairs to where Thomas lay. Lydia hurried in first, but stopped short of the bed when Mr. Peabody signaled to her to come no farther. She suddenly saw why. Professor Hascher, his hands still bloodied, was standing back to inspect his handicraft. Appearing to examine the closed wound with an artist’s eye, he nodded to himself. Seemingly satisfied that the stitches were as neat as he could make them, and spaced at equal distances, he took a pair of scissors and snipped the catgut. His shoulders heaved as he allowed himself a deep breath, as if he had not breathed since he began the delicate procedure of tending to his patient’s injury.


Still standing at the foot of the bed, Lydia glanced at the bowl on the bedside table. She was grateful to have been spared the sight of the removal of fragments of shattered metal from the wound, although there was still spilled blood on the white sheets. She was not alone in holding back. Sir Theodisius and Eliza did, too, nervous about what they might see. They were waiting on Professor Hascher’s word, and it came very soon.


“Das ist gut,” he pronounced finally with a nod of his snowy-white head.


With the professor’s announcement, all those in the room seemed to relax a little, as if their nerves had all been held taut by some invisible thread. They had been tense ever since they had known the seriousness of the injury. Now, at last, they could all breathe a little easier.


After another moment’s deliberation, the professor, to everyone’s surprise, addressed his patient. “Zat breastplate may have saved your life, but it still made ze nasty hole in your chest,” he admonished.


Thomas, it seemed, was conscious, and Lydia rushed forward. From the bed, his hand rose, and he placed his fingers lightly along the row of stitches on his chest, as if playing the keys of a fortepiano.


“They feel even enough. You have done a good job, Professor,” came the croaked reply. Although Mr. Peabody had dosed him liberally with laudanum, Thomas had remained conscious throughout the procedure. Through the fog of shock and pain, he had managed to follow the Saxon surgeon’s work cleaning up a chest wound that would, most certainly, have been fatal had he not been wearing protective armor.


“Thank God you are back with us,” exclaimed Lydia as soon as she saw Thomas’s face. He managed to smile at her through his evident discomfort. As the professor reached for bandages from his case, however, Thomas switched his attention.


“A good dollop of aloe balm on the wound would surely not go amiss, sir?” he suggested.


Hascher paused at his words, glanced at Sir Theodisius, then rolled his eyes. The two older men exchanged weary smiles.


“The next time you’re challenged to a duel, Silkstone, I beg you, do not accept, for all our sakes,” exhorted the coroner as he lumbered up to draw alongside the injured young doctor.


Lydia clasped Thomas’s hand in hers. “For mine, especially,” she said.


Thomas, his eyes now fully open but his breath rasping, whispered his reply. “Fear not, sweet lady. ’Tis not grave,” he told her. It was all she had needed to hear. His wound was ugly—she had seen it with her own eyes—but, barring infection, it no longer threatened his life.


“You must rest, now,” Professor Hascher told his patient.


“I think we must all rest,” agreed Sir Theodisius.


As the elderly anatomist set to work binding Thomas’s torso, Sir Theodisius and Lydia, followed by Eliza, beat a retreat from the room.


Peter Geech jumped back as the bedroom door opened and looked sheepishly at Sir Theodisius, who returned a scowl. The landlord had clearly been listening on the landing outside.


“Dr. Silkstone . . . He is . . . ?”


“Alive, Mr. Geech,” came the coroner’s barked reply. The wiry innkeeper nodded his head. “Alive, but with a shattered breastbone and in need of rest,” added Sir Theodisius. “And so am I. I shall have your finest room. And dinner.” He rubbed his large belly, which suddenly felt very empty. “A chop or two will do nicely.”


Geech nodded once more. “I have a room prepared for you, sir, and one for the foreign gentleman,” he replied, casting a look through the door toward Professor Hascher.


“And her ladyship?” Sir Theodisius turned to Lydia.


“Her ladyship’s carriage awaits,” Geech informed him.


Lydia, drawing close, looked relieved. “Then we shall go back to Boughton, sir,” she told the coroner.


Sir Theodisius smiled. “Yes, my dear,” he said, taking her hand to kiss it. “I trust you will sleep better in your own bed.”


She returned his smile and nodded. “I shall sleep better knowing that Dr. Silkstone is out of danger,” she acknowledged.


Lifting up the hem of her skirt slightly, she made her way down the rickety stairs to the hall, where Lovelock was waiting. By now it was growing dark. The taproom was full of men carousing and laughing. The smell of pig fat from cheap candles tainted the air, and it was hard to see through the thick fug of pipe smoke. Nevertheless, the mood appeared much livelier than usual. The ale was flowing, someone had struck up on the pennywhistle, and it seemed to Lydia, as she glanced through the doorway, that the locals had not a care in the world. At the center of the merry throng she caught a glimpse of Joseph Makepeace, the bury man. Normally such a staid and dour fellow, as befitted his calling, he was quaffing his tipple and puffing his pipe as if he were lord of the manor. She wondered perhaps if she should instruct Geech to ask the grave digger and his friends to tone down their revelries so that the doctor would not be disturbed. But as soon as she drew level with Lovelock, shifting agitatedly at the foot of the stairs, the thought flew from her mind.


“My lady, is the . . . ?” the groom began anxiously.


Lydia quickly put him at ease. “Dr. Silkstone is recovering,” she managed to relate, but it was clear she was exhausted and in no mood to tarry. She swept past him. Lovelock’s pock-marked face relaxed, and he caught Eliza’s eye. The maid smiled at him, and together they followed Lydia out into the warm night to the waiting carriage that would take them back to Boughton Hall.




Chapter 3


Sir Montagu Malthus would never have called himself a man of faith, but he had been inclined toward prayer throughout the day. As yet, however, his request had met with no divine response. He had received no word from Geech. To his knowledge, Silkstone was still alive. Now his only supplication was that he would not survive the night.


The lawyer sat in the study at Boughton Hall. The evening was warm, and the French windows at the far end of the room were open. The noise of the guard dogs barking in the far distance made him look up and flatten his back against his chair. He was wading through unopened correspondence that had been left to mount over the past few tumultuous weeks. For most of the day his enormous shoulders had been hunched over the desk, and his neck ached. The occasional gulp of claret from a glass at his side had been all there was to break the tedium of the mound of documentation. Now, however, he allowed himself the indulgence of breaking off from reading his papers. It was not the sudden barking that roused him, but the appearance of a moth. Flying dangerously close to the naked flame of his candle, it was quite large and brindle brown. It skimmed and pranced in the enticing circle of light cast on the wall above his desk. Its quivering silhouette made it appear even bigger than it actually was. Fluttering in on the sultry night air through the open windows, the creature provided a welcome diversion. So now he set down his silver paper knife, eased back in his chair, and studied the insect with a macabre fascination.


The moth next settled on a volume of accounts on the desk, but Sir Montagu resisted the urge to swat it. It would be all the more pleasurable to watch it hover around the flame a little longer, thereby prolonging its dance toward inevitable death. He was therefore irritated when a sudden zephyr from the open doors rustled his papers and disturbed its rest. It flew toward the lighted candle, lingered for no more than a second, then succumbed to its fiery embrace. There was a slight hissing sound as a tongue of flame licked its wings before it fell like a singed fragment of parchment onto the desk. Sir Montagu’s lips twinged with satisfaction. Could this be a sign that his prayers had been finally answered?


With a sweep of his hand he scooped the charred remnants of the moth to the floor and resumed his work. Another missive required his urgent attention, no doubt another plea requesting a larger allotment. There were times when he regretted abiding by the law of the land. It would have been so much simpler to fence off the commons and the woods and be done with it, rather than to subject himself to all these irritating legal procedures. Every Tom, Dick, and Harry, it seemed, felt entitled to protest against the plans to enclose the Boughton Estate. He had been forced to post his intentions and invite comments, and it irked him beyond measure that he was legally obliged to deal with all these petitions. Holding yet another missive toward the candlelight, the lawyer took the paper knife and began to slice through the seal. He acted with such gusto, however, that the blade slipped and nicked his finger. Sir Montagu grimaced, and the knife clattered onto the desk. The cut, although small, began to bleed, and two or three drops fell onto the bundle of papers, the color of the blood matching that of the seal. In fact he was sucking at the wound, a metallic taste on his tongue, when he heard a noise outside. Footsteps? He held his breath for a moment. Could it be Geech come with news of Silkstone’s death? There it was again: the sound of feet crunching on the gravel below the terrace.


The lawyer rose and walked over to the open doors. He took a deep breath and advanced over the threshold, out onto the parterre. He was surprised to find it was slightly warmer outside than in. Palming his hands onto the stone balustrade, he cast his gaze over the gardens. The night was clear and the moon was almost full, so he could just about discern the outline of the rose garden with its clipped hedges. Somewhere in the woodland beyond an owl hooted. As far as he could see, however, nothing was untoward.


“Geech!” he called out in a hoarse whisper. He craned his neck into the darkness. “Who goes there?”


There was no reply. He allowed for a moment of quiet, just to satisfy himself that there was no one else in the grounds, before he wheeled ’round to return to the study. The doors remained ajar, although a little more open than he remembered. He supposed a breeze had blown them apart. Once inside, however, he decided to close them, just to err on the side of caution. It had suddenly occurred to him that Nicholas Lupton, now a wanted man, might pay him an unwelcome visit. They had parted on less than friendly terms, and the steward was a man with a hot temper. He could well do without his presence. He turned the key in the lock. It made a satisfying clunk as the latch dropped. He felt safe.


Convinced he must have heard a fox or a badger outside, he returned to his desk and sat down to resume his examination of the petitions. He started to unfold a paper. By this time, however, his candle had begun to gutter. Although there was another lamp in the room, the flickering annoyed him. It caused the circle of light on the wall to dim slightly. He reached for the wick trimmer, but just as he did so, he heard another noise—only now, it seemed inside the room.


“Geech, is that you?” he asked, glancing back over his shoulder before dropping his gaze to the candle once more. “Please tell me that Dr. Silkstone is dead,” he quipped.


In the semidarkness, he waited for the message for which he so longed, trimming the wick as he did so. None came.


“Geech?” he called out, looking behind once more. When he saw no one, he shrugged, but still he fumbled for the tinderbox. He struck the flint. The flame burst into life and took hold of the candle. He was right. Someone else was in the room. From nowhere a silhouette suddenly loomed large against the wall. He started to twist ’round.


“What the . . . ?”


It was too late. A hand clamped across his mouth, and his hooded lids all but disappeared as his eyes opened wide with fright. From his mouth a strangled cry tried to emerge, but it was no use. The lawyer found himself fighting for breath, and his hands flew up as he gasped, flapping like a frightened bird. In the commotion the claret glass was knocked over, and its contents spilled across the desk. Sir Montagu felt his head yanked back, and he let go of his grip on his assailant. A gag was suddenly stuffed between his lips. In the next moment his arms were wrenched behind him. Through the mayhem, he could see something glint in the candlelight. The paper knife? Seconds later, he realized only too well that the sensation he could feel against the skin of his neck was the cold, hard steel of a blade.




Chapter 4


The journey to Boughton Hall, although short, allowed Lydia a few minutes’ peace after the day’s momentous events. She could take stock and reflect. It had been a day like no other: a day of high drama and deep emotion, of machinations and deceptions gone awry, and of anxious watching and endless waiting. And as the gates of the hall loomed up ahead of her carriage, she was suddenly filled with a terrible sense of foreboding. Previously they had signified home and security, but latterly they reminded her that she was a virtual prisoner and that Sir Montagu controlled her every move. Suddenly she knew what she had to do.


Those torturous hours spent at Thomas’s bedside, not knowing whether he would live or die, had made her realize what was important to her in life. Tomorrow morning, at first light, she would leave. Taking Richard with her, she would escape from Boughton. When she feared Thomas had been shot dead, she had seen in the flash of a moment what life would be like without him. In those few short seconds, she knew she never wanted to be apart from him again. He was the only man who had ever truly loved her. Now she had made up her mind. As soon as he was fit, they would run away, all three of them—Thomas, Richard, and her—to America. Yes, America. To Philadelphia, perhaps. Thomas’s home city. They could make a new life there, together, away from Boughton and the estate and away from England. No one would know her. And no one would care who she was. She would renounce her title, and once relieved of its burden, she could become Mrs. Thomas Silkstone. She mouthed her new name silently. Mrs. Thomas Silkstone. Her heart beat faster at the thought of it.


The chimneys and cornices of Boughton Hall suddenly came into view, silhouetted against the dark blue sky. The sight made Lydia tense. It seemed as if years had passed since she and Eliza had left that morning. After everything that had happened, the sight of its imposing walls now made it even more like a prison. She needed to escape. She must make plans immediately, but away from Sir Montagu’s glare. Her own experience had shown her he would stop at nothing to prevent her and Thomas from being together. Ever since he had revealed to her that he was her real father, then immediately regretted it, Sir Montagu had shown her not a shred of humanity. He had tossed her feelings aside like a spent pipe. She thought of his threats to take Richard from her, his success in turning her against Thomas. She thought of Bedlam and how, even after her release, he had managed to control her.


“Not anymore,” she muttered between clenched teeth.


“Are you all right, m’lady?” Eliza, sitting opposite her, broke into her thoughts. She had seen her mistress’s eyes open wide as if she had suddenly had a revelation, then heard her mumble to herself and had become concerned.


Lydia turned away from the window and fixed her maid with the enigmatic look of a lost woman who had suddenly found her way. “Yes, thank you, Eliza,” she replied with a smile. “I have never felt better.”


As her carriage drew up outside, Lydia saw that only in the ground-floor study did a light burn dimly. She assumed Sir Montagu had stayed up late attending to his business affairs. A small part of her also thought that he might wish to learn whether Thomas was alive or dead. The doctor’s death would, of course, suit his purpose. She suddenly imagined his expression had she been the bearer of such news. He would have dipped his brows, feigned shock and concern, and reached out to put a comforting arm around her. Yet underneath, his dark heart would be leaping for joy.


Lovelock helped his mistress down from the vehicle, and Howard was there on the steps to greet her and Eliza. He had obviously seen the carriage lamps on the drive, although it was clear he had not expected them back.


“Your ladyship,” said the butler with a worried frown. “Dr. Silkstone . . .” The whole household had been on tenterhooks for the entire day, waiting to hear news from the village about the doctor’s state of health. The gossip among visiting tradesmen had forewarned of serious injury and possible death.


“The wound is bad enough, Howard. But God willing, Dr. Silkstone will make a full recovery,” she told him as he helped her off with her cape.


The butler relaxed his stiff stance a little. “That is most gratifying to know, your ladyship.” Then after a moment he added, “Will you require refreshment, m’lady?”


Lydia shook her head. “No, Howard. I will call in on Sir Montagu, then Eliza will see me to bed.”


“As you wish, m’lady,” he replied with a bow, and he padded off back to his quarters.


Eliza looked at her mistress. “Shall I go up, your ladyship?”


Lydia nodded. She would inform her of her plans to leave Boughton in a moment. She would need the maid’s help in order to make ready Richard’s escape, too, but she knew she could trust Eliza. She might even ask her to accompany them. After all, she was the one who showed her that Thomas had been fighting for her freedom from Bedlam. Before she could make the maid privy to her plans, however, Lydia first had to inform Sir Montagu of the doctor’s condition. It was a task she would relish, a victory for her after such a long series of defeats at her father’s callous hands. A shaft of light lanced into the hallway from underneath the study door, telling her that he was still working. She crossed over and took a deep, steadying breath before she tapped lightly on the door. She waited a moment. There was no reply.


With her mouth to the door she called softly: “Sir, ’tis Lydia.” Still no reply. Not wishing to disturb the peace of the household, she turned the handle quietly and walked inside. A single candle burned.


Glancing to her right, she saw that her father seemed to have dozed off at the far end of the room. His head was resting on the desk, but curiously, his goat-hair wig appeared to have slipped from his scalp and now lay at the foot of his chair. Suddenly she shivered. The temperature in the study was much cooler than in the hall, and turning, she saw the French windows were wide open.


“You’ll catch your death of cold,” she muttered, even though she knew her father would be oblivious to her warning.


She made her way across the room toward the windows when suddenly she felt something below her shoe. Looking down, she saw she had stepped on some stray papers that had fallen on the floor. She frowned and raised her eyes to the desk. Her father had not stirred. It was then that she also noticed all the drawers in the cabinet ahead of her had been pulled out. Quickly she turned ’round and squinted into the gloom. The shelves on the facing wall were half empty. The ledgers normally kept there had been thrown to the ground. Panic suddenly flared in her chest.


“Sir,” she called. He did not move. “Father!” She hurried over to him. As she did so, she noticed the odd position of his body. His arms appeared to be behind his back. It was only when she drew level with him and the pool of light from the candle illuminated the surface of the desk that she saw the upturned claret glass. For a moment she thought the liquid that was spreading across the desk was red wine. Without thinking she dipped her finger into the crimson fluid, and felt it warm and syrupy against her skin. The piercing scream that emanated from her lips a split second later came from the realization that what she was touching was not spilled claret but fresh blood.




Chapter 5


The shock of Sir Theodisius’s words caused Thomas to jolt. He raised his head from the pillows. Heaving himself up on his elbows, he contorted his face in a grimace.


“Sir Montagu dead? But how?”


The coroner, his shoulders sloped and his eyes to the floor, floundered to find his words. “I had not wanted to tell you, Thomas, but I knew there was no way to avoid it. The shocking manner of it . . .”


“What?” wheezed Thomas, the pain in his chest making it hard for him to breathe.


Sir Theodisius shook his head, as if he, too, found it difficult to digest the news. “He was murdered.”


“Murdered?” echoed Thomas incredulously. He slumped back down on his pillows, unable to bear the pain any longer. “Murdered,” he whispered again, as if to convince himself that he had heard the coroner correctly the first time. His initial thought had been that the aneurysm on which he had operated last year had burst, or that the lawyer had suffered heart failure or apoplexy. But murder? “Who . . . ? Where . . . ?”


“In the study at Boughton,” the coroner replied, reluctantly adding: “Her ladyship found him.”


Thomas’s eyes widened. “Lydia found him?” Suddenly, summoning what little strength he had, he flung back the bedclothes and shot up as if he’d been fired out of a cannon. “I must go to her.”


Mr. Peabody rushed forward. The apothecary had been left in charge of the doctor’s ministrations while Professor Hascher took a well-earned rest.


“No, sir. I must urge you not to move.” The little man grabbed hold of the sheets and gave Thomas a disapproving look. He need not have worried. The exertion was too much for the young anatomist, and he fell back onto the mattress like a limp doll.


“But Lydia . . . I must . . .” cried Thomas as Mr. Peabody reordered the bedcovers.


“Dr. Fairweather has given her a draft,” Sir Theodisius reassured him. “The last I heard was that she was sleeping.”


It was some comfort to Thomas to know that she had been sedated, but it did not compensate for his frustration at his own injury and his inability to be at her side.


After a moment he asked: “Do you know who did it?”


The coroner’s jowls wobbled as he shook his head. “I wish I did,” he replied. “You know I loathed the man, but I would never have wished the manner of his death on anyone.”


Thomas’s gaze shot up. “How, sir? Tell me how?”


Sir Theodisius swallowed hard. “He was all but beheaded.”


“Holy Christ!” muttered Thomas. “And Lydia found him?” Once more he flung back the covers and tried to leave his sickbed, and once more Mr. Peabody tried to prevent him.


“You must allow your wound to heal, sir,” advised the little apothecary.


“But I must go to Boughton,” replied Thomas, wincing as he planted his stockinged feet on the floor. He shot a glance at Sir Theodisius. “Is that not right, sir?”


The coroner eyed the anatomist sheepishly, then addressed Mr. Peabody. “I fear the good doctor is right,” he assured the apothecary. “Dr. Silkstone is needed urgently at the hall.”


In less than an hour, Thomas, accompanied by Sir Theodisius, arrived at Boughton Hall. Leaning on Lovelock, the doctor had to be helped from the carriage and up the front steps into the hallway, where a flustered Howard greeted him.


“Dr. Silkstone, sir!” There was a note of relief in the butler’s voice at seeing the anatomist both alive and about to take charge of a most unsettling situation.


“Howard,” Thomas acknowledged. The effort of walking up the steps had left him short of breath. “Her ladyship?”


“She was in a most distressed state, sir.”


“I am sure.”


“But she is resting now, sir.”


“Then I shall not disturb her,” said Thomas. Instead he turned to Sir Theodisius, who had waddled in behind him. “Shall we get to work?”


Being privy to the anatomist’s methods, the coroner had instructed that no one should enter the study. Nothing had been touched, and the chaotic scene that greeted the two men was just how Lydia had chanced upon it late the previous night.


Daylight now flooded into the room, revealing the full extent of the horror. Drawers had been tipped out, curtains slashed and, amid it all, blood spilled. A great deal of blood. There was something else, too. Thomas sniffed at the air around the desk. A strange perfume lingered, sweet and exotic. He looked for cut flowers but could see none. It troubled him, but then this was clearly a most troubling case.


The French doors were wide open, and Thomas walked over to them. Glancing down, he spotted a large bloody footprint on the threshold. Tracing the path back to the desk, he found more.


“The murderer entered from the garden?” ventured Sir Theodisius.


“He certainly escaped that way,” replied Thomas, circling the desk where Sir Montagu’s body sat in its chair. “Footprints.” He pointed to the floor.


Already the flies were buzzing around the source of the blood. Moving closer, Thomas blanched at the sight, and a cold feeling ran down his spine. Before him lay the man who had stood in the way of his happiness, his nemesis, his archenemy, and now he had been defeated. But not in the way he would have wished. Patience, logic, and reason were his own weapons of choice. That was how he had always planned to triumph over Sir Montagu, but now someone else had beaten him to it. And in one of the most savage ways imaginable.


Thomas paused to inspect Sir Montagu’s head. Like a surveyor, he skirted it and eyed it intently, sizing up angles and taking measurements. Presently, he lifted the cranium gently in his two hands and turned it to its side. Sir Theodisius shuddered, wide-eyed, as he saw the lawyer had been gagged. A piece of fabric had been thrust into his mouth to stifle his screams. It was sodden with blood. Unconsciously, the coroner balled his own kerchief in his hand and held it to his mouth. “A most brutal murder,” he mumbled.


“Indeed,” agreed Thomas, still clutching the dead man’s cranium. He peered at the back of his neck, but there was so much blood it was difficult to determine the nature of the wound, so he rested the head on the desk once more. Taking a step away, he reached for his own kerchief to wipe his bloodied hands.


“The list of people who would have liked to see the scoundrel dead is as long as my arm,” continued the coroner, backing away from the corpse. “Any one of the villagers, for a start.”


Thomas cast about the room, this time settling his eyes on the scattered documents and ledgers that covered the floor amid the general disarray. “Whoever murdered Sir Montagu was searching for something,” he ventured.


The coroner looked up. “What?”


“This chaos was not caused for amusement,” replied Thomas slowly. His eyes suddenly settled on a skewed portrait of an elderly Crick ancestor.


Sir Theodisius followed his gaze. “Money?” he suggested.


“There is a safe.” Thomas’s look locked onto the wall.


The coroner headed toward the lopsided picture. The doctor followed as the painting was pushed to one side. Behind the portrait the safe door was unlocked.


“Empty,” pronounced Sir Theodisius, sticking his hand into the space.


Thomas eyed the pile of papers that lay on the floor immediately below. “Our murderer was looking for something specific,” he said. Clearly visible among the documents was a banknote. He bent down slowly and picked it up. It was worth fifty guineas. “And it was most definitely not money.”


As the anatomist began leafing through the other discarded bills and documents on the floor, Sir Theodisius craned his neck and cupped his hand ’round his ear.


“Hear that?” he asked, moving as fast as his bulk would allow him toward the threshold.


There appeared to be some sort of altercation in the hallway. Voices were raised. Feet were marching across the marble floor. Thomas looked up to see the coroner fling open the door, and there, in the hallway, stood Sir Arthur Warbeck, the magistrate. Wearing a bouffant wig and carrying a cane, which was clearly for effect rather than any physical need, he was accompanied by the stalwart constable, old Walter Harker, and another sideman. From the way he was addressing Howard, he was obviously annoyed about something. On hearing the door groan on its hinges, the magistrate turned to see Sir Theodisius glowering at him from the study. From his reaction, it was clear he had not expected to see his colleague.


“Pettigrew!” he exclaimed, somewhat taken aback. He pursed his lips and, after a short pause, added: “The murder brings you here, no doubt.”


The coroner tugged indignantly at his waistcoat, which had ridden up over his large belly. It was clear he felt he had every right to be at the hall, and needed no permission from Warbeck to attend. “Indeed it does. A most troubling and gruesome affair,” he replied. And as if to demonstrate his point, he took a couple of paces back and opened the door wide, silently inviting the magistrate to view the scene of the hideous crime for himself.


Warbeck swaggered in, brandishing his cane, clearly wishing to take charge of the situation. He cast his eyes about the room, yet as soon as he was confronted by the sight of the bloody footprints and the scarlet splashes on the walls, his swagger seemed to desert him. Startled by what he saw, even before he caught sight of the cadaver, he began to heave as if to retch. He would probably have swooned had he not clapped eyes on Thomas as he turned away.


“Silkstone!” he cried. “But I thought . . .” The magistrate’s normally florid complexion, reflecting his penchant for port, turned decidedly pale, as if he had seen a ghost.


Thomas had remained in the study to inspect the safe, but by this time his throbbing wound had left him feeling a little lightheaded. He was steadying himself on a nearby chair. “I was injured, sir, but I am pleased to report I am very much alive.” He arched his head in the direction of the desk, where the body remained. “Unlike Sir Montagu.” A quick glance at the lawyer’s corpse, its head at an odd angle, was sufficient for the magistrate. The pooled blood was clearly visible from a few paces away, and the ferrous smell of the corpse was making its presence felt as the sunlight warmed the room.


Sir Arthur, catching a glimpse of his old ally’s face, shot away quickly.


“Dear God!” he muttered, jerking his head as fast as if his cheek had been slapped. Blinking away the shocking image of his murdered friend, he forced himself to focus on the desk. His eyes soon settled on the smeared paper knife in among the crimson-soaked papers. There was blood on the blade. His eyes snapped back to Sir Theodisius.


“The weapon, I presume.”


Thomas intervened. The scene of the crime was his domain. He did not want quick assumptions made. “We cannot be certain, sir.”


The magistrate turned to face the doctor. “We? We cannot be certain? And what do you think you are doing here, Silkstone?” he sneered, his voice like acid.


Sir Theodisius stepped in with a reply. “As coroner for this county, I asked Dr. Silkstone to investigate the death.”


Warbeck, whose wig added at least three inches to his height, looked at his colleague narrowly. “And as magistrate for this part of the county, I am also here to investigate with a view to making an arrest.”


Thomas, his eyes wide, balked at the very suggestion. It was far too soon to accuse anyone. “An arrest?” he repeated. “Who?”


The magistrate’s expression became even sterner. “It is no concern of yours, Silkstone,” he snapped, stalking toward the door.


Thomas would not be deterred. He followed him. “You have evidence on which to base your arrest, sir?”


Sir Arthur turned. “I have sufficient reason,” he said, and he carried on walking through to the hall, where his men were waiting alongside an anxious Howard.


The magistrate addressed the butler directly. Drawing himself up to his full, yet not considerable, height, he said: “I would see Lady Lydia.”


Howard shot a look of dismay toward Thomas, who stood on the threshold of the study, then back at Sir Arthur. “But, sir, her ladyship is resting,” he protested.
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