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      For Katy
      

   
      
      

      ‘… when I hear the iron horse make the hills echo with his snort like thunder, shaking the earth with his feet, and breathing
         fire and smoke from his nostrils, (what kind of winged horse or fiery dragon they will put into the new Mythology I don’t
         know,) it seems as if the earth had got a race now worthy to inhabit it.’
      

      Henry David Thoreau, Walden

   
      
      Prologue

       

      In the early spring of 1878, on the southern plains of the territory of Wyoming, a storm blew up from a frozen sky, which
         but a half-hour before had been a blinding, cloudless blue. There were two men caught out in the blizzard. They were mounted
         on large Kentucky horses and dressed in long and battered leathern coats, their slouch hats pulled low against the violence
         of the winds, so that there was no seeing their faces, not until they reached the side of a lake, where one of them paused
         and his fellow looked up. Both were weather-worn, skin stretched tight across their bones, whiskers grizzled to the colour
         of old gun-metal. Neither spoke, as though there weren’t the need, one the shadow of the other. But then the first man spat.
         He fell to complaining. How they never should have left that afternoon. Hadn’t he said he’d smelt it, the snow blowing in?
         What had he been doing, trusting to a Texan?
      

      His companion, the Texan, said not a word in answer. Just eased the carbine slung across his back, then shook out his reins
         and spurred on his horse. He rode down the bank of the lake. Thin ice was forming about the reeds and stones. The Texan began
         to canter through the shallows, shattering the ice, leaving bright shards behind to mark his horse’s trail. His companion
         followed. He didn’t bother grumbling any more. The wind too bitter to have it felt against the throat. The water as it splashed up freezing on
         his boots. And still the snow falling and the flakes thick like goosedown.
      

      By the time they reached the far bank the night was falling too. The first man reined in his horse. His eyes were narrow and
         they darted to and fro.
      

      ‘Almighty God,’ he muttered, ‘this weather, we could be anywhere.’

      The Texan angled his hat to scratch the back of his head. His long, dirty hair was frozen into plaits. He squeezed a couple
         of them absently, thawing them in his grip, and then all at once he tensed and his look turned puzzled.
      

      ‘What is it?’

      The Texan leaned forward, his head cocked, as though staring with his ears.

      ‘You didn’t see no light.’

      ‘I saw it, Benton.’ Without waiting the Texan urged his horse forward, though by now the snow reached up to the girth of his
         saddle. His companion, the man addressed as Benton, shook his head, but he followed in the trail left by the Texan’s horse
         all the same. They began to climb a slope. When Benton peered into the snow-blotted gloom he could just make out the ridge
         of a bluff, stretching across the horizon. He shielded his eyes with the palm of his hand and scanned the bluff for anything
         that might offer shelter. Suddenly he rocked back in his saddle. He rubbed his eyes, but when he looked again the light was
         still flickering, and Benton was about to call out and wave his hat when he saw his companion draw his revolver.
      

      ‘Put that up, there’s no one here going to worry who we are.’

      The Texan dismounted from his horse. He began to slither and stumble up a sharp incline, feeling his way across the snow-smothered
         rocks. Though the way was treacherous he still gripped his revolver. After a second’s thought, Benton slipped down from his
         saddle and drew out his own.
      

      He followed the path which had been breasted by the Texan, taking care where the snow had been crushed into ice. All the way
         up he stared at his boots. He wanted to mark his path, but also to avoid the burning of the snowfall in his face. The flakes
         were finer now, but the wind was so cutting that they stung like grains of sand. Benton only looked up again once he’d reached
         the crest of the bluff. The rocks levelled out to form an angled plateau. A wide trench had been dug across it, so deep that
         it appeared to vanish into darkness, and leading from there were several sets of footprints, still clear enough despite the
         blurring of their edges. Benton followed them with his eyes from the trench’s edge. They led to a large pile of crates, which
         loomed from the gloom of shadow and snow. Benton crossed to them. He saw they had been boarded up with roughly nailed planks.
         Some of them were almost twice the size of a man. The sight seemed the cause of a gleam in Benton’s eye. He ran his hand down
         the side of one of them, then walked back to the side of the trench. ‘Hey!’ he called out. ‘Hey!’
      

      There was no answer. But even as he peered down, he caught the movement of two dark shapes. The snow was so fine now that
         it was barely more than a haze of shivered ice, and Benton could see as he inspected the opposite wall of the trench how the
         rock lay banded in stripes of grey and purple. He called out again, and this time he was met by an answering cry. He could
         make out the dark shapes more clearly now. There were two men, and they appeared to be struggling with a mighty lump of rock.
      

      ‘What you got there?’

      One of the men glanced up and shouted something, but Benton couldn’t hear it above the screaming of the wind. After a moment’s
         considering, he holstered his revolver.
      

      ‘You keep a good watch on me now,’ he told the Texan, then lowered himself carefully into the trench. He approached the two
         men guardedly. They both wore hoods pulled tight across their faces, but Benton could just make out their moustaches, which
         were long and straggly and dripping with sweat.
      

      ‘What you got there?’ Benton pointed to the rock.

      ‘Nothing you’d think was any use.’

      ‘Why?’ Benton stared at it some more, then asked in a cunning tone, ‘What would anyone want it for if it’s just a lump of
         rock?’
      

      ‘You care to help us?’ Both the men seemed close to dropping their burden. After a moment’s hesitation, Benton stepped forward
         to share the weight. ‘God’s name,’ he whispered, ‘something this heavy, it’s got to be precious to be carrying it in this
         cold.’ But he had no breath to speak any more, and even when the job was done and the lump of rock delivered to a pallet by the crates, all the
         men kept their silence, just sucking as best they could on the painful air, Benton wiping the sweat from his grizzled moustache.
      

      ‘So,’ he said at length, his voice raw and thin, ‘you got some shelter, because it sure is bitter cold like Hell out here.’

      The taller of the two men, a swarthy-complexioned, handsome-looking fellow, blew into his hands, then gestured with his arm.
         ‘There’s a railroad station a mile or so back.’
      

      ‘Railroad?’ Benton frowned. ‘Where is this?’

      ‘This here? Why, this is named Como Bluff.’

      Benton frowned. Rolled the syllables over his tongue. ‘Co-mo Bluff.’ He peered sharp-eyed at the two men. ‘And you two work
         at this station then?’
      

      ‘Section foreman,’ said the tall man. ‘Reed, Bill Reed. And this here’s Vincent, who’s hired to help me out.’ He paused. ‘You?’

      ‘Me?’ answered Benton at length. ‘Oh, me, me and him’ – he gestured to the Texan – ‘we’re just looking for somewhere to bed
         down for the night.’
      

      Reed glanced at the Texan, who stood motionless, his Frontier still in his hand, leaning against the crates. ‘What’s the matter
         with him?’ Reed asked. ‘He thinks it’s clever to go waving that thing round?’
      

      Benton turned to meet the Texan’s eye. The Texan stood motionless a moment more, still leaning against the crates, then wiped
         his nose and slipped the pistol into his belt. ‘You got any food?’ As the Texan asked this he looked all of a sudden heartsunk and famished, and he no longer
         fixed to keep himself from shivering at the cold.
      

      ‘Got to safe this up first.’ Reed tapped the rock with the tip of his boot. ‘Then tomorrow, if you’re willing, maybe you can
         help us move these crates down to the station.’ He gestured towards the boxes, dim and mournful in the twilight.
      

      Benton stared at them with a rapacious curiosity. ‘What you got in them then,’ he tried again, ‘if not just lumps of old rock?’

      Reed suddenly smiled. ‘You really want to know?’

      ‘I surely would.’

      Reed nodded. ‘Then you’d best both come with me.’ He reached over to Vincent for the light and led the way back to the trench.
         As he turned to scramble down into the darkness, his face, which before had seemed so guarded, now wore the aspect of a showman
         at a fair. He waited for Benton and the Texan to follow, then started picking his way along the trench, slithering on the
         frozen snow as he went. From above there came the heavy flapping of a tarpaulin stretched out across the rock. Reed stood
         waiting on the margin of its shadow, then angled his torch to illumine the cliff face. ‘There. In the rock. That’s what we’re
         hunting.’
      

      Benton squinted. The trench had been braced with heavy timbers, and the torchlight was irregular and faint, so that at first
         he could barely credit his eyes. He rubbed them. But when he opened them again there it still was, a dark shape formed by the contours of the rock. A dark shape that seemed to be a vast and monstrous bone.
      

      ‘You see it?’ Reed asked.

      Benton stepped forward over the icy rubble. He reached out with a shaking hand to touch the spectral form. Wider, taller than
         himself, a giant bone. He ran his fingers down the curve of its length, and as he did so he saw other bones embedded in the
         rock – rib bones, hip bones, all of titanic size.
      

      Reed smiled as he watched Benton’s face. ‘Uh-huh, you can see them all right.’

      Benton guessed he was expected to answer. But he didn’t want to, still less to think. There were thoughts crowding him like
         scavengers and he’d been fleeing them for many days now. Where they’d come from he couldn’t be sure, saving that they rose
         from some place beyond the limits of what he’d ever thought to know. They wore a terrible aspect and they were nothing he
         cared to be reminded of at all.
      

      His eyes still not straying from the bone, Benton beckoned to the Texan. ‘Hey,’ he called out hoarsely, ‘you got to see this.
         Get over, take a look at this.’
      

      The Texan sauntered blank-faced into the flapping shadows. But when he saw the bone he started violently, and then he whistled
         and scratched his head and stepped back out from underneath the canvas. He looked up at the sky. The snow had stopped falling
         and the darkness was still with the iciness of night. The Texan began to moan to himself, then he reached for his revolver,
         but Benton had already scrabbled over to him and was pulling on his arm. Benton clapped him round his shoulder and patted him soothingly, for all the world as though the Texan were a
         startled horse.
      

      ‘Hey,’ Benton whispered, ‘hey, it’s all right.’ He turned back to Reed, who was looking somewhat nervous. ‘These bones,’ he
         demanded, pointing to the rock, ‘where did they come from?’
      

      ‘Not from anything you’d find living today,’ Reed answered, glancing uneasily at the Texan, ‘if that’s your friend’s fear.
         Why, this thing …’ – he began to walk further down the trench, swaying his light across the rock – ‘this lived millions of
         years ago, when all about here was warm with jungles.’ He half-slipped again on the ice and hugged himself and shivered. ‘Strange
         as that may seem.’
      

      Benton followed him, still inspecting the rock. He could trace a pattern to the ribs now, and to the dispersal of the back
         bones, see how they formed the contours of a skeleton. Like Reed he shuddered, though not with the cold. ‘Must have been a
         monstrous thing.’
      

      ‘Giant lizards, that’s what they were, long as a train.’

      ‘And that’s a fact?’

      ‘It is indeed a fact and can be read here in this stone.’

      ‘And who is it wants them? You want them for yourself?’

      ‘Not me. There’s a professor back out East, Professor Othniel Marsh.’

      ‘Professor Othniel Marsh. Professor Othniel Marsh.’ Benton stretched out the syllables, as though with the pleasure of the
         sound. He stood with his lips pursed a moment, then narrowed his eyes. ‘And this same professor – he’s the one been getting you to slave out in this cold?’
      

      ‘He wants all the bones from hereabouts as fast as he can get them.’

      ‘Hell, what’s the hurry?’ Benton began to laugh. ‘These monsters been buried for millions of years, what’s another month or
         two?’
      

      Reed smiled faintly from beneath his icy moustache. ‘Our professor, he’s not alone in wanting these dead bones.’

      ‘A rival?’

      ‘That’s how it appears.’

      ‘And this rival know about this place?’

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘And your professor’s eager it stays that way, I guess?’

      Reed smiled again so that the ice on his moustache began to crack. ‘You could say that.’

      Benton reached out to touch the black forms of a bone. ‘Who’d have guessed something quite so dead would ever bring so much.’
         He glanced round at the Texan, then back at Reed. ‘I guess, one of these things was still alive, it’d be worth even more?’
      

      ‘I guess so,’ shrugged Reed, ‘but since there’s no chance of that, I just worry about getting the bones all safely packed
         away.’ He raised an inquiring eyebrow, then pointed down the trench. ‘Back there,’ he said, ‘underneath the canvas, that’s
         where all the hammers and the planks are kept.’
      

      Benton met Reed’s stare, then shrugged and muttered, ‘Sure.’ He followed Reed and helped him and his hired man muster the tools. They all of them scrambled back out of the trench, and then Benton watched Reed set to fussing with
         the timbers. At last, grown impatient by the sight, he pushed Reed aside and finished up the crate himself. The task didn’t
         take him long. Only when the time came to nail down the final board did he pause a moment and gaze through the gap in the
         crate – at the rock, and the strange dark shadow of the bone which it contained.
      

      ‘You’re willing,’ Reed said slowly, watching him, ‘there’s work enough here and more.’

      ‘The professor? Professor Othniel Marsh?’

      Reed nodded. ‘Yessir. Professor Marsh.’

      ‘Well.’ Benton nodded. ‘Well, well,’ he said.

      There was a silence. Then Reed tapped the crate with the tip of his boot. ‘Best stack this with the others. If the weather’s
         good in the morning, we can take them down the station.’
      

      Benton nodded faintly. He helped Reed and Vincent with the shifting of the crate, then he glanced towards the Texan, who was
         still gazing up into the sky, his face pale, his eyes staring wide. Benton crossed to him and the Texan slowly lowered his
         gaze to meet his companion’s eye. ‘You see that bone?’ he whispered. ‘You wouldn’t believe it, would you? Not if you didn’t
         see it with your own eyes?’
      

      ‘No,’ answered Benton softly. ‘You wouldn’t believe it, no.’

      The Texan twisted his mouth into a grin, but it was a fearful thing to see, for mirth was the last thing it appeared to signify. All the same he suddenly began to laugh, shaking his head, and then seeing Reed and Vincent heading off he wandered
         after them, his shoulders still twitching. But Benton scanned the boarded crates again, and then scarcely without meaning
         to he gazed into the sky. Snow was starting to fall again, falling from the blackness, swept in ragged blots upon the ever-shifting
         storm, so that Benton, following their passage, could imagine that he was watching the movement of phantom wings, beating
         once, twice, then forever dissolving.
      

   
      
Part One


   
      
      

      
      Miss Lilian Prescott clutched at her hat, breathed in deeply of the Atlantic gales, and wished that she were dead. Indeed,
         she had been longing for extinction for almost two days now, ever since watching the coast of Ireland melt away, for it was
         then that she had first grown conscious of the rolling of the deck beneath her feet, and discovered, to her surprise, that
         her constitution was not altogether the servant of her will. Even now, upon the violent heaving of the gale, the thought still
         faintly affronted her, for Lily was a young lady accustomed to having her own way, and she could not help but regard her frailty
         as a form of impertinence. And although it was perfectly true that she had suffered similarly on the outward voyage to Europe,
         nevertheless it had been her vague assumption, now that she was engaged to marry Lord Bemerton, that she would never again
         have to endure anything so undignified as common mal de mer. She clutched at her hat again. A surge of dizziness rolled across her thoughts. Really, she wondered faintly, if one still
         had to suffer so, then what was the point in marrying a peer at all?
      

      
      ‘Your hat’s gone all crooked.’

      
      Lily clenched both the railing and her teeth at the same time.

      
      ‘Lily, you do look funny, your face has gone all green like your eyes. Are you going to puke?’
      

      
      ‘Don’t say puke,’ snapped Lily, her teeth still clenched, ‘it’s vulgar. Say vomit.’ She turned very slowly, as though she
         were balancing a pile of books upon her head, and inspected her brother through narrowed eyes. He appeared horribly full of
         health, as only a six-year-old boy can be when the ocean spreads wild and unbounded all about him, and the whipping of the
         wind makes his cheeks glow shiny pink. ‘Go away,’ Lily groaned.
      

      
      Robbie began to run up and down the deck, his arms outstretched, whistling shrilly.

      
      Lily barely had the strength to order him to stop, but somehow she mustered it.

      
      Robbie slowed to a reluctant halt. ‘I’m only doing what the man I met does, only he does it much better.’ He flapped his arms
         again once or twice erratically, then reached into his pocket and drew out a bottle. ‘Are you really very sick?’
      

      
      Lily, cheek pressed hard against the iron of the railing, sought to give her brother her most withering look.

      
      ‘He said, if you were, to give you this.’

      
      ‘Who did?’

      
      ‘The man I met.’ Robbie paused. ‘I think he’s a lord, like Lord Bemerton is.’

      
      For a moment, just a moment, Lily considered demanding that her brother make some sense, but she found the very prospect of
         further speech unendurably hideous. She allowed the bottle to be forced into her fingers, then watched as her brother soared
         down the deck, arms outstretched, whistling as before. Then he was gone, and Lily remained alone upon the deck, not stirring, trying to concentrate
         upon the coolness of the wind, attempting to banish from her thoughts all movement of the waves. Only when she imagined that
         she would surely freeze to death did she twitch at last and inspect the bottle. She unfastened the stopper, sniffed at it
         suspiciously, then screwed up one eye and peered down the neck. All she could make out was an unappetising sludge. She sniffed
         at the rim. Her nostrils brought her the faintest whiff of something vegetable. Such an odour did nothing to allay her suspicions.
      

      
      Yet Lily did not, as her first instinct had been, hurl the bottle and its contents into the sea, but continued to gaze at
         it, her cheek as before pressed hard against the iron of the railing. Several minutes passed, and then, with a supreme effort,
         she raised both her head and the bottle together. After all, she wondered, as she brought the rim up to her lips, what was
         there to lose? She could scarcely feel worse than she already did.
      

      
      A couple of gulps, however, were sufficient to persuade her that this had been an overly optimistic view. She groaned. The
         ship bucked and fell, and Lily felt the contents of her stomach do the same. She draped her arms limply over the railing,
         then dropped the bottle into the sea.
      

      
      She watched it fall into the waves.

      
      At the same moment she felt her sickness roll away.

      
      She rose to her full height. Her nausea seemed quite gone.

      
      Scarcely able to credit this, she took a couple of turns upon the deck. She discovered that she was indeed capable of movement
         and thought both at once. Next, greatly daring, she left the deck behind. Previously, the very onsideration of her quarters,
         with their red velvet carpets, their gold-braided curtains, their cherub-clasped gas-lamps muffling her breath, had been sufficient
         to induce in her a further violent wave of nausea. Yet now, for all that the air remained as close as before, Lily found that
         her mal de mer remained at bay. She wondered if perhaps the waves might have abated. She passed into her mother’s panelled chamber and there
         her mother lay, still whimpering and moaning. Louise, Lily’s maid, and the other servants, were likewise prostrate, too green
         to raise their heads. The spectacle only made Lily herself feel all the better still.
      

      
      Her first thought upon realising this was to regret that she had thrown the medicine away, her second to wonder if there might
         be any more. She paused a moment by the mirror, rearranging the dark coils of her hair and adjusting her hat – all things
         considered, she felt, she looked very well. At the same moment the door slammed open, and Robbie came clattering into the
         apartment. He had evidently been enjoying his relatives’ indisposition: his cheeks were quite rosy, and Lily was now recovered
         enough to observe that his suit was streaked with grime. She found this highly aggravating, especially when she considered
         her own pains to remain elegant, despite the inconveniences of sickness and sea, and for a moment she was tempted to scrub
         and scold him roundly. But in the cause of securing her future good health she decided that this pleasure should be postponed, and so
         she demanded instead that Robbie tell her about the mysterious lord.
      

      
      He answered in a wild babble of enthusiasm. The lord lived in the middle of the ship. He’d travelled to Africa. He’d had his
         own gun. He’d seen a lion. He’d found a hold which was filled up with rats.
      

      
      None of these recommendations inspired Lily with very great enthusiasm, but she asked her brother to lead on all the same.
         He ran ahead of her, and Lily, in her efforts to keep up despite the tightness of the drapery round her limbs, began almost
         to worry that she might split her skirts apart. She pleaded with Robbie to slow, but still he darted about with seeming capriciousness,
         down stairways, through doors, so that Lily feared that, if she grew lost, she would remain so for ever. There was no longer
         any mahogany or velvet on the winding stairs, only unadorned metal, and the further Lily descended, the filthier it became.
         The thundering of the sea was now remarkably loud, yet above the uproar she could hear a murmuring that seemed louder still,
         composed of the wailing of children and the rattling of dishes, of strange languages and accents, and people being sick. Through
         open doors Lily caught occasional glimpses of huddled forms, impossibly crowded, so that she could scarcely believe they might
         be human at all; and indeed it seemed to her that she had descended into some primordial world, where humanity was nothing
         but a thing of dirt and shadow. She began to wonder what a lord might be doing in such a place. Certainly, she could not imagine Lord Bemerton choosing to voyage in such quarters, however much he
         liked to complain about his bills.
      

      
      Having paused a moment upon these reflections, Lily realised with a start that she had quite mislaid Robbie. Just as she was
         preparing to panic, however, she heard the echoes of his laughter coming from beyond a half-open door. ‘Do the terradicadal,’
         he was shrieking, ‘the terradicadal, the terradicadal!’
      

      
      ‘Pterodactyl,’ said a voice in clipped English tones.

      
      ‘Terrad …’ tried Robbie, before dissolving into giggles.

      
      The English voice sighed, and repeated the syllables with loving emphasis. ‘Ptero-dac-tyl.’ There was a moment’s pause, and
         then instead of a voice Lily heard a sudden whistling, rising and falling and rising again. Robbie, just as suddenly, began
         to scream with excitement, and when Lily pushed the door open she saw him being held beneath his armpits and flapping his
         arms as though they were wings. The man holding him had the size and the evident strength of a bear: he swooped Robbie downwards
         with ease, and Lily realised that he was whistling to provide the illusion of speed. He was standing with his broad, hunched
         back to the door and so he remained oblivious to Lily’s entrance, but Robbie, as he was swung to and fro, caught sight of
         his sister. ‘Look, Lily, look, I’m a terradicadal!’
      

      
      The man immediately spun round. At the sight of Lily he pulled a face of mingled embarrassment and contrition, yet Lily could
         only smile, for however regretful the man tried to look the marks of his good humour stubbornly remained. He was not, Lily thought, especially handsome,
         since his nose was protruding and his skin somewhat sallow, his dark moustache a little ragged at the edges, although she
         guessed that in his youth he might have been good-looking, albeit in a large-boned, shambolic way. She supposed that even
         now he could not be much more than thirty, although the lines about his mouth and his eyes ran very deep. It was these, she
         realised, that surely made him seem so cheerful, for they were the lines of a face much creased by smiles; and yet for all
         that there seemed a reserve about him, both in his expression and in his bearing, which Lily found confusing, for it served
         almost to contradict her first impression of the man.
      

      
      She realised how closely she had been studying him. She did not care to think that it was in her nature to blush, but even
         so she felt a faint tingling of embarrassment, and blurted out at once, ‘I came to thank you for your tonic.’
      

      
      The man attempted to bow in reply, but discovering that he still held Robbie in his hands he had to abandon the attempt. At
         the same moment Robbie wriggled free, and running to his sister he pulled upon her hand. ‘That’s the lord!’ he announced with
         pride. ‘I found him myself!’
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ confessed the man promptly, ‘I am not really a lord.’

      
      Lily glanced round his room. It was bleak and unadorned, save for a couple of trunks, a mattress and a rickety desk. ‘You
         don’t say.’
      

      
      The man smiled ruefully, then bowed again, successfully this time. ‘Dawkins. William Paley Dawkins. Honoured, I’m sure.’
      

      
      ‘So you don’t have a title at all?’

      
      He considered this. ‘Captain?’ he asked at length, as though uncertain whether this would pass muster.

      
      ‘Captain? You’re a soldier?’

      
      ‘Recently retired.’

      
      Lily studied him with renewed interest, even as she introduced herself in turn. She saw now that the stiffness in his demeanour
         might indeed be explained as a military reserve. Even so, as she watched him fumbling with a pair of spectacles, then peering
         at her distractedly, as though perfectly oblivious that he was staring at her at all, she was struck by a slowness about him,
         so deliberate that it seemed almost to be gentle, and not at all a quality she would have thought to be a soldier’s. ‘But
         if you are a captain,’ she asked him, ‘why did my brother think you were a lord?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, fault of the Steerage passengers,’ answered the Captain promptly, fumbling with his spectacles again as he slipped them
         back into his pocket. ‘Insisted on giving me a title, you see. If you listen you can hear them, for they are huddled about
         this cabin, but you will also notice’ – he pressed his ear against the wall – ‘they are not being sick.’
      

      
      Lily pressed her ear to the wall.

      
      ‘This is because I have dosed them,’ the Captain explained in a tone halfway between irony and triumph, ‘on my wondrous and
         unheard-of liquor. In return they teach me to play the fiddle, and have the pleasure of thinking me a most tremendous swell. But of course’ – he smiled with
         sudden shyness – ‘I could never hope to fool you, for Robbie tells me you are engaged to a genuine lord.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ answered Lily. ‘To Lord Bemerton.’ She glanced down at her engagement ring, exquisite gem of the Rue de la Paix, and
         wondered how much else Robbie might have told. ‘I am returning to New York to prepare for the wedding, and then shall return
         to England to be married in the fall.’ She paused again. ‘I am greatly excited.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, quite,’ the Captain answered. ‘My congratulations.’

      
      Lily observed, as he said this, how he had suddenly developed a quite peculiar fascination with his cuffs. She glanced round,
         and saw that Robbie had vanished and left them alone. Lily almost smiled to study the Captain, for she prided herself that
         she was far too enlightened to share in such confusion, being modern in the best and most American way, and full of impatience
         with Old World convention. All the same, watching the Captain, she did not care to see his good humour transformed into embarrassment,
         for the stiffness in his bearing was now very much more evident, and so she asked him, in as natural a tone as she could muster,
         whether he had any more of his marvellous tonic. ‘For Mama, you see. She is suffering so terribly from the mal de mer herself.’
      

      
      ‘Is she? Oh dear.’ The Captain visibly relaxed. ‘I must see what I can do.’ He crossed to the nearest trunk, his movement, unusually in one so large, still touched by the gentle slowness that Lily had marked in him before. As he rummaged
         about, Lily inspected his desk. It was littered with scraps of paper, all of them covered in untidy scribblings, and some
         with strange sketches of what appeared to be wings. There was also a pile of ponderous-looking books, and when Lily inspected
         the spine of the top one she was startled to discover that the words were German, written in gold, and so intimidating in
         appearance that she did not even bother to attempt to translate them. She turned her attention instead to a matchbox by the
         side of the books, very battered, and tied about with string. Lily fought against her curiosity for a second, then slipped
         aside the string and peeped inside the box: it held a tiny pair of bones, carefully embedded in shreds of paper, jointed and
         exceedingly delicate. She wrinkled her nose – it was just the kind of strange thing that her father might collect. She closed
         the matchbox at once and placed it back upon the desk, feeling rather as though she had stumbled across a guilty secret; so
         much so that when the Captain rose from his trunk with the withered cutting of some plant, she chose not to ask him the significance
         of the bones at all, but inquired instead as to the origin of the sea-sickness tonic.
      

      
      ‘Africa,’ answered the Captain. ‘I had it of a witch-doctor.’

      
      ‘My.’ Lily smiled in a non-committal way, vaguely nervous that this might be a joke, but the Captain didn’t laugh, and so
         she judged that it was not. ‘Sterculia Constancia,’ he explained, starting to crumble the dried leaves into a bottle. ‘A name I gave it myself, after the name of my mother, it being a specimen hitherto quite unknown to
         tropical African botany. Here.’ He handed her a branch with two leaves. ‘It is really very pretty.’
      

      
      Lily wasn’t entirely convinced that she agreed. The leaves were purplish and sprinkled with black dots. ‘Are you sure they
         are not poisonous?’
      

      
      ‘Oh no,’ answered the Captain cheerfully. ‘I have tested their effect upon myself for several months.’

      
      ‘And your conclusion?’

      
      ‘They are excellent in calming upsets of the stomach. Then later, when I returned to England, I found them equally effective
         at reducing the effects of sea-sickness.’ He paused, reaching down for a jug of water which he then decanted into the bottle.
         Having corked the bottle, he shook it to and fro. ‘I only wish that I had obtained some more,’ he added, handing it across,
         ‘for my stocks are running low.’
      

      
      ‘Could you not send for some?’

      
      ‘Not easily, Miss Prescott, for the plant seems confined to the very depths of the jungle, where Europeans have never penetrated.’

      
      Lily took the bottle and peered through the glass. ‘It seems the most extraordinary thing,’ she murmured, ‘that savages in
         the middle of Africa should possess such a tonic, while we do not.’
      

      
      ‘Do you think so? But good lord, I can assure you, it is not extraordinary at all. Why, in the wild places of this world there
         are incalculable wonders waiting to be uncovered!’
      

      
      With such fervour did he say this, and so utterly did his reserve seem melted away, that Lily felt a sudden shiver of anticipation.
         Again she was reminded of her father, and she studied the man curiously and asked him what he meant. The Captain appeared
         abashed by the question. He smiled a half-frown and ran his fingers through his dark hair. He seemed on the point of delivering
         an answer when Robbie came bursting back into the cabin.
      

      
      ‘Quick!’ he shouted, crossing to the Captain and reaching up to pull on his sleeve. ‘I’ve found a rat!’

      
      ‘I hope you left it well alone then,’ answered the Captain sternly as he was tugged across the room.

      
      ‘But it’s fast asleep, so that you can look at it and it doesn’t run away!’ Robbie began to dance up and down in his excitement,
         and Lily, seeing how urgently he gazed up at the Captain, felt suddenly jealous that he was not appealing to her. Of course,
         she had nothing but the utmost distaste for rats, but even so, it annoyed her that Robbie should have taken that so evidently
         for granted.
      

      
      She straight away announced that she would come and inspect the sleeping rat herself.

      
      Robbie laughed and pointed out that she was a girl and girls were afraid of rats.

      
      Lily felt tempted to slap him right there on the spot. But she restrained herself, and snapped at him to lead on at once if
         he was in such a hurry. Robbie laughed again, then ran from the cabin. Lily glanced up at the Captain. He was humming, and
         she supposed that he was trying not to smile.
      

      
      She turned away abruptly, a faint burning in her cheeks. As she did so she glanced round at the cabin. Third Class, after
         all. Why should she care what the Captain thought? She adjusted the hem of her skirts, and then, with all the dignity and
         calm that she could muster, followed him to the stairway which led towards the holds.
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      The deeper they descended, the less a ship it came to seem. Lily watched Robbie scampering ahead of her down the stairs. They
         were lined with brick, and all in all seemed better suited to a factory or house. Lily swallowed. A house with a cellar full
         of mice and rats, she thought.
      

      
      She glanced round. The Captain was following close behind her. She guessed that she was preventing him from walking at his
         natural pace. At the same moment she felt the metal beneath her feet start to shudder. She peered into the grimy depths. Robbie
         was dancing once more in his excitement. ‘Lily,’ he shouted up, ‘Lily, come on!’ The metal clashed to the rhythm of his feet. Lily almost wished with a sudden spitefulness that her brother would trip
         and fall into the dark. She could see now why he was so filthy, for despite her best efforts her skirts were becoming streaked
         with grime, and she shuddered at the thought that she might have been wearing one of her new Paris gowns. She also suspected
         that she was developing a headache, for although she could no longer hear the din of Steerage, that was only because the pounding of the engines drowned it out, a noise become
         so monstrous that the very ship seemed to be pulsing to its beat. It affected Lily most horribly, to think of herself lost
         in the maw of such a beast, especially when, through gaps in the stairways or through half-opened doors, she could see paths
         of fire spilling out before her and feel the violent blast of heat from the furnaces. Once, she remembered, when she was a
         little girl, her grandfather had taken her to one of his factories, a steel-mill by Pittsburgh. It had filled her with amazement
         to sit on his broad shoulders, and gaze down at the vats of molten iron, and to imagine that his mansion in New York, with
         its carpets and its servants and its gold-framed works of art, had all been paid for by so horrible a place. Now, as she picked
         her way through the pounding metal of the holds, she felt a similar sense of dislocation, realising exactly what it was she
         had been suspended above for the past two days, she and her new clothes and her luxurious cabin. Yet although it was doubtless
         most enlightening to be made aware of such a thing, Lily reflected that ignorance was indeed a form of bliss. She paused and
         brushed at a stain on her skirts. Really, she thought with sudden impatience, peering into the gloom of a further hold, what
         had come over her that she had ever thought to bother with such hideousness?
      

      
      She supposed that her face must have betrayed her mood, for the Captain turned to her suddenly and asked if she didn’t wish
         to turn back. He spoke in a lowered voice, so that Robbie would not be able to hear him above the blasting of the engines, and Lily felt touched by such delicacy
         even as she shook her head.
      

      
      ‘Of course not,’ she answered firmly, then immediately shrieked. Something dark and small had run across her foot, and when
         she looked about her she could see more of the shapes, moving across the stacks of crates which lined the hold.
      

      
      ‘A rat!’ shouted Robbie. He pointed at Lily. ‘You screamed,’ he giggled, ‘Lily screamed, Lily screamed!’

      
      She silenced him by pinching him sharply on the arm, then again to help steady her nerves. ‘Show me this creature, and then
         please let’s go back.’
      

      
      ‘There,’ said Robbie, pointing.

      
      Lily looked. Through a gap in one of the crates she could just make out a mass of shredded paper and sacking. The Captain
         crossed to it and, pausing in his humming, opened the crate more fully. As he did so Lily caught a blast of sharply scented
         urine. Covering her nostrils and mouth with her hand, she peered inside the crate. The rat was dark-brown, and lining its
         belly were five tiny babies, a barely distinguishable tangle of fur and tails and ears.
      

      
      ‘You see,’ said Robbie, standing on his toes. ‘They’re all asleep.’

      
      ‘Don’t be stupid,’ snapped Lily. She paused. ‘They’re dead.’

      
      For a moment she felt a petty sense of triumph, watching Robbie’s lip tremble, and then she was filled with remorse and took
         her brother in her arms. The Captain too reached out to comfort him, but Robbie flinched and looked away, and the Captain tensed as though he had been slapped. He turned from Lily’s side, and then she heard
         him grunt and, glancing round, saw him crouching by a pile of grain. ‘This must have been what poisoned the mother,’ he muttered.
         He stared into the shadows, where even Lily could make out tiny, scurrying forms. The Captain nodded to himself. ‘The other
         rats appear to have been leaving it well alone.’ He rose to his feet. ‘Rodents will often avoid food if it has made one of
         their number ill.’
      

      
      ‘My,’ sniffed Lily. ‘Aren’t they the cleverest?’

      
      The Captain seemed not to have heard her. He ambled back down the hold and peered inside the crate. ‘It is an extraordinary
         thing to contemplate,’ he announced suddenly, leaning ever further over the side, ‘that all our own intelligence, all our
         remarkable powers of thought, had their origins in a creature no larger than this thing.’
      

      
      ‘What a perfectly horrible idea.’ Lily shaped her lips into a moue of disgust. ‘And anyhow, I know that you are wrong, because
         Papa is always telling us how we are descended from the monkeys.’
      

      
      ‘Ah yes,’ the Captain replied, ‘but where do you think the monkeys came from?’

      
      Despite herself, Lily glanced down at the rat. She wrinkled her nose. ‘Well, really, I cannot believe I am descended from
         that.’
      

      
      The Captain laughed, and all his good humour now appeared utterly restored. ‘You need not take it personally, Miss Prescott,
         for it was all a long time ago.’ He scratched his head and began to hum to himself again. Reaching into the crate, he fumbled delicately with the ball of baby rats, before
         scooping out the smallest in the palm of his hand. ‘But I hope, all the same, you have some family feeling left.’
      

      
      Lily gazed at the tiny body of the rat in distaste. ‘But … surely … isn’t it dead?’

      
      As if in answer, a thin puddle of urine began to spread across the Captain’s large hand. Robbie, looking up, rubbed away his
         tears, and a smile slowly dawned across his face. ‘Look, Lily, look, it’s—’
      

      
      ‘Yes, thank you,’ said Lily tartly, ‘I can see it for myself.’

      
      ‘Is it sick?’ asked Robbie. ‘Can we make it well?’

      
      ‘It will have to be fed on milk,’ answered the Captain. He gazed down fondly at the shuddering rat in his palm, then laid
         it gently into Robbie’s hands. ‘It can only be two weeks old at the most.’
      

      
      Lily gazed at the creature in disbelief. ‘You are not proposing that we have that thing in our cabin?’

      
      ‘Oh, Lily, please, please, please,’ begged Robbie. ‘I can call it Rose.’

      
      ‘I don’t care what you call it, it is out of the question!’

      
      ‘See?’ said Robbie, gazing up at the Captain with pleading eyes. ‘I told you she wouldn’t be any good coming here with us.’

      
      ‘Be quiet,’ Lily snapped. ‘It’s not me I’m thinking about, it’s what Mama will say.’

      
      Despite herself she met the Captain’s stare, and it surprised her that the smile had wholly faded from his lips, so that his
         air of amiability seemed quite dispelled.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ he said brusquely, as though announcing a tragedy which justified everything, ‘you will have to tell her that without
         your attention, the creature will die.’ And so saying he turned and led the way back through the hold, Robbie following him,
         so that Lily, who was not accustomed to being treated so shortly, had to hurry after them. She was as astonished by the Captain’s
         sudden change of tone as she was at the realisation that she felt less angry or insulted than upset. Certainly, she reflected,
         he did not conform at all to her image of what a soldier should be like – it had never crossed her mind that British officers
         were in the habit of tending to orphaned rats. When she saw that he was waiting for her in the doorway of the hold, she felt
         oddly grateful, and even, when she caught up with Robbie and could hear the rat snuffling softly in his palm, faintly and
         quite unexpectedly moved.
      

      
      She did not wish her surrender to appear unconditional, however. ‘You’re very wicked,’ she scolded Robbie. ‘You know that
         Mama is going to be most displeased.’
      

      
      The Captain inclined his head politely. ‘I am sure, Miss Prescott, that you will be able to pacify her.’

      
      ‘Do not try and flatter me, Captain Dawkins. And I shall most certainly make it clear that it is all your fault.’

      
      ‘I am sure a rat would not be the strangest thing your mother has had brought into her home.’

      
      Lily stared at him, puzzled. ‘Whatever do you mean?’

      
      ‘Why, just that your father must have brought back many strange things.’

      
      ‘My father?’
      

      
      ‘I know how geologists cannot leave curiosities alone.’

      
      ‘Yes, but … how do you know that?’

      
      Now it was the Captain’s turn to look perplexed. ‘Why, I am travelling to America with the purpose of meeting him. Did you
         not read my letter?’
      

      
      ‘Letter?’

      
      ‘In which I explained this.’ He paused suddenly, then turned to Robbie, doing his best to look stern. ‘Did you not give your
         mother my letter?’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ said Robbie. ‘No. She was puke— She was vomiting.’ He paused, then added brightly, ‘But I did bring you Lily instead.’

      
      Lily frowned. ‘However did you know about us in the first place?’

      
      ‘Your father sent me a telegram. He said that you might be travelling on the same ship on which I had booked my own passage.
         It was all explained in great detail in my letter.’
      

      
      ‘But what on earth can you want with my father?’

      
      ‘I am hoping to travel with him to the Western territories.’

      
      ‘To the West?’ Lily wrinkled her nose. ‘But my dear Captain Dawkins, there is nothing there. I know. I was raised there as
         a child.’
      

      
      The Captain shrugged. ‘Even so, I am hopeful that there may be many splendid finds to be made.’

      
      ‘Finds?’

      
      ‘Fossils, Miss Prescott. Rare and splendid fossils from the era of the saurians.’

      
      ‘No doubt Papa would know what you are talking about, but really Captain Dawkins, I neither know nor care what a saurian might
         be.’
      

      
      The Captain smiled cheerfully. ‘It’s true enough, I suppose, that outside of England the dinosaurs have been very little heard
         of by the general public. They were prehistoric reptiles, Miss Prescott, beasts of a monstrous size, whose footsteps must
         have thundered like the pounding of these engines.’
      

      
      Lily, who hated to admit her ignorance of anything, sought to dredge up the memory of an excursion to London, when she had
         seen models of such creatures by the Crystal Palace, monsters like rhinoceroses, posed incongruously next to the bandstands
         of an English park. ‘Well to be sure,’ she said briskly, ‘if their footsteps were indeed as deafening as these engines, then
         it makes one glad that they are all safely dead.’
      

      
      As she said this, she saw the return of that far-away look which she had observed earlier in the Captain’s eyes, and then
         it was gone, so that Lily couldn’t be certain it had ever been there at all. The Captain reached out to stroke the rat for
         a moment, soothing its sniffles and grunts of distress, and then he gestured with his arm, and said, ‘Please, will you lead
         on?’
      

      
      Lily, who had by now had quite enough of the holds, proceeded to do so with great enthusiasm, but all the same, although she
         didn’t mention it, the memory of the Captain’s look remained with her.
      

      
      Returned to the calming muffled crimsons of her cabin, and with nothing else to do, she fell to wondering further about what such a look might have portended, and what her father’s involvement with the Captain might be. She couldn’t
         say that these questions much perturbed her. No, not perturbed precisely. Yet as with anything related to her father’s secrets,
         neither did they altogether put her at her ease.
      

      
      Should she tell Mama, she wondered, of such gossamer suspicions? Or should she first try to find out something more? For as
         yet, after all, there was nothing to tell. She didn’t wish to see Mama alarmed, no, not without good cause. And so, lying
         on her bed, feeling beneath the softness of her pillow the distant pitching of the ocean, Lily found herself resolved. It
         was her duty to talk with the Captain once again.
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      The Captain ambled slowly back to his cabin. As he approached it, numerous raggedy children from Steerage mobbed him, giggling
         and shrieking as they clung to his legs. One, pulling on his arm, managed to clamber up onto his shoulders, and the Captain
         carried the boy like a sack of coal. But his heart wasn’t in it. Since leaving Miss Prescott he had felt a tightness gathering
         around his chest, and he didn’t know why. He paused for a moment, surprised by the feeling of constriction. The children complained
         at him in incomprehensible tongues, but he ignored their scolding and closed his eyes. Unbidden, the image of cliffs appeared
         before him. A slate-coloured sea was lapping at a beach, touched by a haze of soft blue mist. Along the base of the cliffs there stretched a slurry of mud.
         Gull-haunted breezes. The air sharp with salt.
      

      
      He opened his eyes again and continued more briskly than before towards Steerage. Once there, he brushed off the children
         as he might have smoothed hayseeds away, and looked about. The hold smelt tortured and damp, and the Captain’s lungs felt
         clogged. He suddenly grew aware, above the throbbing of the engines, how the metal of the ship’s ribcage was rippling in time
         with the sea. He stood there bemused, imagining for a moment that his lungs had metamorphosed into gills, and that the air
         he was breathing was the ocean depths, when a voice called out to him, and turning, he crossed to a group of huddled men.
         They were rubbing their stomachs and laughing, trying, in the few halting words of English he had taught them, to repeat their
         thanks for his gift of the medicine. One of them was cradling a fiddle. He handed it to the Captain, who tried to reciprocate
         their efforts, to play the few notes they had sought to teach him. But his fingers felt clumsy, too fat for the strings. The
         notes were off-key. With an impatient shrug, he handed the instrument back.
      

      
      Returned to his desk, he stared at the pages of the book laid out before him. The words seemed to swim. He tried to think.
         Somehow, he realised, now that he had met with Sheldon Prescott’s daughter, the reality of his journey to America was striking
         him, as though before that moment it had been nothing but a dream. America – new world. Promised land of palaeontological
         science. So why, then, instead of passion, did he feel only the damned tightness gathering round his chest?
      

      
      He opened a drawer in the desk and drew out a portrait of a lady delicately framed within a golden filigree. The portrait
         had faded. It smiled up at the Captain, as though amused by this fact. The Captain studied the smile, so ironical, so remote,
         the lady’s pale neck and high smooth forehead, her dark hair pulled tight in intricate plaits. He leaned back in his chair.
         At the same moment, through the thin walls of his cabin, he heard the wailing of a child. It soared then ratcheted into a
         sob. He imagined the mother comforting the child. She would be looking bewildered, as all the women in Steerage seemed to
         look. The Captain was not surprised that this should be so. There were rumours circulating of what could happen to new arrivals
         in New York. Some of the stories he found hard to believe. Some, he supposed, might well be the truth. The Captain, pondering
         this, felt suddenly ashamed. Things could be far worse. His hopes might fail him but at least he would survive.
      

      
      He placed the portrait carefully back inside the drawer, then reached instead for the matchbox on the table. As he opened
         it gently and inspected the fragile bones, he recalled his first walk along the pebble beach at Lyme. Although the memory
         of it had initially surprised him, he found that he could remember the details with a perfect clarity. He conjured up an image
         of the cliffs once again. He was very young. He was walking with his parents, holding his father’s right, his mother’s left
         hand. His father was visiting an old friend with whom he had studied for Holy Orders at Oxford. The rectory itself stood not far from the cliffs, and on the first afternoon of their stay, both he
         and his parents had followed the course of a stream, down through a field and onto the beach. They had been walking for maybe
         a mile, sliding over seaweed, investigating rockpools, scuffing up patterns on the patches of sand, when a man had begun to
         shout and wave his hat. He was standing among the rocks at the base of the cliff, and the Captain could still, at almost twenty-five
         years’ remove, remember the glow of excitement on his face. ‘There are bones!’ he was shouting. ‘You must fetch me assistance!
         It looks as though the skeleton may well be complete!’
      

      
      ‘Bones? You want to see them, William?’ The vicar reached down for his son, lifted him up onto his shoulders. They hurried
         across, Mrs Dawkins trailing them nervously. She was afraid, so she later confessed, that the skeleton might prove to be human
         remains. But a cursory inspection of the delicate bone exposed through the mud, as hard in texture as the rock which encased
         it, must have been sufficient to set her mind at rest, for it was delicate and slender, and seemed to end in a claw. The Captain
         could remember his own first glimpse of it with a perfect clarity. Never had he seen such a beautiful thing before.
      

      
      But his mother had clapped a hand across her mouth. ‘Why,’ she whispered, ‘whatever is it?’ Its discoverer was too distracted
         at first to reply, but in due course, as he watched the vicar striding along the beach towards Lyme, hurrying to fetch the
         requested assistance, he revealed what he hoped the skeleton might be. He spoke of reptiles with wings, gliding through the air with a predatory grace, and
         of a world in which the cold beach of Lyme had been a swampland, sticky and warm and lush with strange plants. The young boy
         refused to believe this at first, but very soon, caught up in the bonehunter’s passion, he found himself gazing up at the
         seagulls, and imagining that they were really flying dragons. Terrorsoar – that was the word the bonehunter used. It sounded
         exotic but altogether fitting.
      

      
      Later, walking back with his parents along the beach, he repeated the syllables under his breath, rolling them round and round
         upon his tongue, as though they might conjure up a glimpse of the primordial swamps.
      

      
      He had wanted to stay, of course, to watch the skeleton dug out, but his mother had told him that it was far too cold, and
         his father had agreed. This had been a surprise, for the vicar usually had a great passion for curiosities. The two of them
         were always talking about the strange things they had seen, the vicar trying, and usually managing, to answer a perpetual
         stream of questions, for he seemed to know a great deal of all there was to know, with an especial reference to ancient folklore
         and beetles. That evening, however, the questions went unanswered, and the young boy’s mother took him up in her arms and
         kissed him softly and told him to be quiet. He tried to hold his tongue but his rapture wouldn’t leave him. The idea that
         Dorset had once been a swamp, and that it had been filled with strange creatures with exotic names, seemed the most wonderful
         thing he had ever learned.
      

      
      That night he lay gazing at the moon through the window. Had the flying dragons, when they lived in the swamps, gazed at the
         moon in just such a way? He felt his head swim slightly at the very idea. Then all at once he sat bolt upright and pushed
         back his bed clothes. Crossing to the window, he heard the distant lapping of the waves upon the beach. His view of the cliffs
         was obscured by a haze of silver mist, and he suddenly imagined, with a shiver of pleasure, that the cliffs, the beach, the
         very sea – all had melted away and vanished, and that what he could hear was the lapping of the waters of the swamp. He closed
         his eyes tightly, told himself that when he opened them he would see a winged dragon. But of course, when he did so, the sky
         was still empty, and the room, the vicarage, the cliffs were all still there. He felt a terrible yearning which ached and
         lay heavy on his stomach.
      

      
      Very quietly, he pulled on some clothes, then stole softly from his room and down the stairs. It was late; it seemed as though
         the grown-ups were all asleep. But to his surprise, in the field beyond the garden he caught sight of his father, standing
         in the damp grass, gazing up at the stars. He was clasping his fingers together very tightly, and rubbing the palms of his
         hands round and round. Then suddenly he turned. He caught sight of his son. A peculiar expression twisted his face. Even twenty-five
         years later, remembering that moment, the Captain could not be certain what the expression had betrayed. Anger? Perturbation?
         Confusion? Grief? It could have been any of those emotions, or all of them, the Captain thought, and yet it was only on the
         vicar’s face a moment. Then he smiled suddenly, as though with – the Captain saw it now perfectly – a superfluity of love. He began to walk slowly
         back towards the garden.
      

      
      The Captain could still recall his own feelings of confusion and relief.

      
      He had stood frozen in the lane, watching his father vanish into the house. Then gradually, over the pounding of his heart,
         he heard the lapping of the waves again. He began to run towards them, the dew dampening his trousers. The tide was drawing
         in, and the shadows were blue and lined by silver, so that everything around him seemed wonderfully transformed. The rocks
         hulked from the sea like the spines of strange monsters. He imagined that at any moment they would surface and bellow at the
         moon. For a moment, he almost believed that his wishes had come true, and that he was indeed cast back into a vanished world.
      

      
      Then all at once he saw the flickering of torches. He crept towards them carefully, not wanting to be seen, but someone, glancing
         round, made him out and called him over, and so he went scampering forward, half-nervous, half-thrilled. Drawing nearer, he
         realised that the man who had called out to him was the same one who had first found the bone, and that he still had his hammer
         and his chisel in his hands. He beckoned welcomingly. ‘Come on,’ he shouted. ‘Come and have a look.’ Two other men, kneeling
         on a plateau of rock cleared from the mud, barely glanced up, and the first man explained that they were having to race against
         the tide. ‘But it is almost done,’ he added. Then he beamed, and all the tiredness which had seemed to lie grey upon him suddenly melted quite away. ‘It has exceeded my wildest expectations. It is a precious,
         yes, a wonderful find!’
      

      
      The Captain smiled at the memory of the man’s passion. He closed his eyes again. As embedded in his memories as it had ever
         been in the rock, the skeleton was there before him. Nothing huge. Not even complete. The wing bones and the spine jumbled
         up. A single leg. The skull detached from the twisted neck, large in proportion to the rest of the body, with what appeared
         to be three beautifully delicate eye sockets running along its length, and a row of tiny but pin-sharp teeth.
      

      
      He asked about the sockets, wondering why the creature had needed six eyes. The man laughed, and told him that it had only
         had two. When he sought to explain what the other sockets had been for, however, he soon lapsed into an argument with his
         colleagues, in which the words used grew progressively longer and more strange. Listening, the young boy soon grew confused
         on the whirl of syllables. Instead, he returned to admiring the skull, almost hollowed out by its mysterious sockets, and
         at the bones, and the arc of the wings, and thought again how delicate and beautiful it was. And then he wondered of a sudden
         why there were no more such creatures left alive, and how God could ever have allowed them to vanish for ever.
      

      
      He asked the man who had found the first bone. ‘I think,’ the man said, after a lengthy pause, ‘that is a question your father
         is more qualified to answer than myself.’
      

      
      ‘But what do you think?’

      
      ‘I think …’ The man paused again. ‘I think that God speaks in stones and rocks as much as Bible verses. I think that they
         are the skeleton of this world. I think that it cannot be a sin to trace the lessons of such bones.’ And then he smiled, and
         ruffled the young boy’s hair, and asked him where it was that his father lived, and then he told him to hurry on back to bed.
         And the Captain remembered how, as he returned down the beach, the night had seemed rich with the mystery of things.
      

      
      He never mentioned his adventure to either of his parents, and his father never spoke of seeing him in the field. They left
         Lyme for Salisbury the following week, the months passed, and he almost came to think that the night had been a dream. Then
         one morning at breakfast, his father leaned across the table and handed him a journal. ‘This came for you, William, in the
         post.’ The journal was thick with blocks of words, and he stared at it not understanding what he was supposed to do with such
         a thing. But his father smiled. ‘Here.’ He opened the journal and folded back a page, then handed it across and pointed with
         his finger. The Captain remembered his sudden lurch of excitement. There was a drawing of the skeleton as he had seen it in
         the rocks, and beside it a drawing of a creature with wide wings, and an open mouth filled with tiny, pin-sharp teeth. Below
         it was a word which he had just about been able to make out – ‘Dimorphodon’ – and then, in brackets, ‘two-form tooth’. Later he puzzled out two further sentences: ‘A pterosaur from the early Jurassic.
         Discovered Lyme Regis in the county of Dorset.’ He gazed at the journal all that day. Then he carefully stored it with his collection of precious things.
      

      
      He had kept it all through school. As an undergraduate he had taken it with a mingling of embarrassment and pride to show
         to Professor Muir. In his quarters at Kimberley he had kept it in his desk. He still had the journal now; precious for the
         memory it gave him, his father pointing to the diagram, a moment shared. ‘There, William, there, the creature we both saw.’
      

      
      The Captain suddenly felt light with expectation and hope. All would be for the best. At that same moment, Robbie came clattering
         into his cabin and asked if he would come and tend to the infant rat.
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      The response of Mrs Prescott to discovering a rodent curled up asleep inside her hat was exactly as Lily had known that it
         would be. Nevertheless, despite her initial hysterics, and the fact that the hat was a favourite one, she was eventually calmed
         and Robbie’s rat spared banishment back to the holds. This was an act less of clemency than of obligation, for Lily had been
         quick to inform her mother that the rat came from the same source as her medicine, that miraculous elixir which had roused
         Mrs Prescott from her bed and restored her to a tottering yet still tolerable health. As Lily had gone on to point out, one
         could scarcely accept the one gift while rejecting the other, and so Mrs Prescott, although privately dubious of the logic of this argument, had reluctantly accepted her daughter’s point of view.
      

      
      It did not take her long to regret this laxity. It was not merely that the rat persisted in its fondness for sleeping in her
         hats, nor even that it scattered droppings in great abundance across the cabin’s chairs and rugs. No, far worse, from Mrs
         Prescott’s private point of view, was the encouragement that such a pet gave to her son’s strange obsessions. These had already
         caused her worry enough. In Venice, ignoring all the opportunities for self-improvement that the city had afforded, Robbie
         had sought to tame a stray cat; amid the Alps he had done nothing but clamber rocks to spy on strange birds; and in England,
         on Lord Bemerton’s estate, he had spent most of his time observing the badgers in the woods. Mrs Prescott had supposed that
         on a ship in the middle of an ocean her son would have no choice but to behave – certainly, it had never crossed her mind
         that he might end up as the nursemaid to a rodent. Sitting down to dinner, or taking a stroll along the promenade deck, she
         could only imagine what her fellow passengers must be saying.
      

      
      Lily had privately assured her that the rat was bound to die, and to her great shame – since she was a warm-hearted person
         who did not care to wish any creature ill – Mrs Prescott found herself praying for its death. A couple of days passed, however,
         and the rat – now officially christened Rose – remained obstinately perky. The Captain, it appeared, was as proficient at
         raising rodents as he was at curing mal de mer: after a couple of house calls, during which the patient had drunk milk from the finest porcelain and nibbled delicately on grain brought up on platters from the
         kitchens, its gruntings of distress began to grow less frequent and the glint in its eye even more inquiring than before.
         At this point, had Mrs Prescott been sterner or flintier-hearted, she would have ordered Robbie to dispose of the creature,
         but as it was, she merely contented herself with ordering her hats to be locked up. Even with her finery secured, however,
         a horizon of disturbing worries still seemed to stretch away before her, for it was slowly dawning on her that her son was
         not the only one to have taken up a pet.
      

      
      Just as Robbie spent hours talking to Rose, so Lily had taken to promenading with the Captain on the deck; just as Robbie
         kept smuggling his rat into the dining room, so Lily insisted on inviting the Captain to dine. It was not, Mrs Prescott thought
         to herself, that she found their new acquaintance unpleasant company. Indeed, she was perfectly prepared to acknowledge that
         the Captain made a charming dinner guest, if somewhat prone to feeding Rose from his puddings, and a little dishevelled in
         his attire. It was not even that she was really afraid of his intentions, for he seemed a man of almost painful rectitude
         and honour. Nevertheless, it struck her as foolish to countenance the risk, for she had not spent a year chaperoning her daughter,
         shepherding her watchfully around the great estates of England, and finally securing for her a famed and ancient title, only
         to see her succumb to an adventurer. Mrs Prescott was not so innocent as to imagine that an engagement placed a girl beyond
         temptation – and the Captain, for all his charm and the interest of his talk, was evidently a man with something to hide.
      

      
      Why, for instance, was he travelling Third Class? If he was no longer in the army, then what was his business? And what –
         the issue that disturbed her most of all – might his dealings with her husband, Sheldon, be? None of these questions struck
         Mrs Prescott as particularly intrusive, yet when she put them to the Captain, he would divert them with a skill which frankly
         she found disturbing. If pressed hard, he might start to answer but would rapidly lose the train, so that soon he would be
         describing the butterflies of southern Africa, or beckoning a steward, or telling Robbie how best to track a lion. Mrs Prescott
         began to fear what depths the Captain’s good humour might conceal, and to think that he might be an adventurer after all.
      

      
      When she mentioned these concerns to Lily, however, her daughter only laughed. ‘Really, Mama, you are quite impossible! Do
         you think I am like those ladies we met with in Venice, to be bullied and locked away by their fussing mamas? And besides,
         the Captain is poor and not handsome, and he sometimes mumbles and talks to himself. Oh, really, Mama, it is out of the question!’
      

      
      ‘Yet all the same, Lily, you are not quite perhaps such a woman of the world as it pleases you to think.’

      
      ‘Certainly, Mama, I am not so suspicious as you.’

      
      ‘He is keeping something from me. He will not meet my eye.’

      
      ‘Why should that be any of your concern? He at least has good manners – I have not observed him demanding the story of your life. And besides’ – Lily paused – ‘if you forbid me to talk with him, I shall not be able to find out what his business
         is with Pa.’
      

      
      Mrs Prescott tightened her lips. She did not bother to dispute Lily’s last point, for she knew she could hardly do that with
         much conviction, and Lily, who had always believed that attack was the best form of defence, felt a quickening thrill of triumph.
         Yet even as she sensed her mother’s capitulation, she saw the shadow of something left unsaid upon her face, the trace of
         some painful and hidden reflection, and Lily realised to her shock that tears had risen in a veil across her mother’s stare.
         Impulsively she reached for her mother and hugged her tightly. ‘Dearest Mams,’ she whispered. ‘Dearest Mams, whatever is the
         matter?’
      

      
      Her mother shook her head.

      
      Lily clung to her even more tightly, in the way she had always used to do as a little girl, when Sheldon had been away on
         one of his ventures, and she had buried her face in her mother’s skirts, listening to the wolves on the mountain slopes. In
         the winter the creatures had descended to the foothills and hunted across the bright, new-fallen snow, and Lily had imagined
         their breath against the windowpanes, and she had shivered and not dared part the curtains to see. And her mother had cradled
         her and rocked her to sleep, kept her warm against the cold, the biting cold, and Lily realised, listening to her now as she
         sniffed back her tears, that she had never once in all her childhood heard her mother cry. Yet she must have wept on occasions,
         Lily thought, perhaps even as she had rocked her sleeping daughter on her lap, and her tears would have frozen in lines upon her cheeks. Yes, certainly,
         she must have done, so far from home, so alone and sat in such cold. And Lily, thinking this, kissed her mother on her brow.
      

      
      Mrs Prescott stood stiffly. ‘It may be foolish,’ she said at length, ‘but still, it makes me nervous that he is coming to
         see your father. In the old days – when we lived in the West – there were always people coming to see your father. It would
         be when the harvest needed gathering, or when there were fences to be built, or even, Lily, even when you were sick. Strange
         people with strange wild talk, and your father would go with them, and that would be that.’
      

      
      She stood in stiff silence again, then kissed her daughter and walked away. Lily did not attempt to follow her, despite the
         sense that remained with her of something left unsaid, some obscure source of unhappiness which her mother was still keeping
         buried. Lily shrugged. Let her keep it, she thought to herself. She wondered idly whether it was not the mark of a geologist’s
         daughter that she knew when best to dig and when best to leave alone. She had often heard her father describe the thrill of
         geologising, and while she hardly desired to do as he did, to scrabble on her hands and knees amid the dust, she could well
         see the pleasure in exposing what lay buried. The risk too, sometimes. There had been something in her mother’s look which
         had warned her not to pry.
      

      
      That left her with the Captain. So far he had seemed as impervious to her digging as the hardest kind of rock. But at least,
         Lily thought, reflecting on the argument with which she had subdued her mother’s qualms, she could be confident that her excavations might not be without their value.
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      Of course, she could not be certain what it was she hoped to find. She vaguely expected some thrilling secret, for she had
         not forgotten how the Captain, on the first occasion of her meeting with him, had seemed to promise as much, hinting at a
         wonder too extraordinary to mention, and then at once drawing back. This was a pattern he had repeated on subsequent occasions,
         always retreating from unguarded hints, denying firmly that he had meant anything specific, and answering her wheedlings with
         silent tugs on his moustache.
      

      
      Lily, who was accustomed to extracting secrets with a practised ease, found such reticence a cause of ever-mounting frustration.
         She fell to studying the Captain with an attention which she doubted was altogether proper. She marked how he behaved with
         other people – on the deck, over dinner, at cards. Always the same quality of charm mixed with reserve. She began to worry
         that her mother was right, and that such behaviour might indeed be the mark of a charlatan. To be made to seem a fool, and
         with her mother watching on! The very prospect made her ears burn.
      

      
      And yet resolved as she was not to play the ingénue, Lily found that she could not altogether abandon her initial judgement, that the Captain was an honourable and good-natured man. When she was a little girl, both her father and
         her uncle had fought in the War, and the idea of their valour had seemed to her a stirring and wonderful thing; ever since,
         she had always tried to think the best of soldiers. The Captain did not strike Lily as an idle boaster – a good opinion which
         made his secret seem all the more tantalising, for although he could evidently not bear to reveal it, neither could he leave
         it entirely alone, as though it were an itch that endlessly demanded to be scratched.
      

      
      She supposed the root of the mystery to lie in Africa, a continent which she hazily knew to be full of crocodiles and blood-thirsty
         cannibals, and therefore a fitting arena for adventure. Yet if the Captain had found it so, then he appeared most unwilling
         to admit it. Lily wondered what kind of soldier he could have made. He seemed nothing like the military men she had met with
         on Lord Bemerton’s estate. She could remember all too well long, damp afternoons passed in the drawing room, the campaigns
         drunkenly re-enacted with tumblers and cutlery, the preposterous names of savage battles and tribes – whereas when the Captain
         spoke of Africa, the preposterous names were always those of birds.
      

      
      ‘And yet it is the privilege of the naturalist to stumble across the strangest truths.’ He offered this opinion unprompted
         one evening, as the cards were being dealt in the saloon after dinner.
      

      
      Lily sought to press him, but her mother pursed her lips and shook her head. ‘Concentrate on the rubber, dear.’

      
      Lily made sure that she lost the game with an indecent speed, then tossed her cards down. ‘Please, Mama,’ she asked with arch
         politeness, ‘do I now have your permission to talk with Captain Dawkins?’ She turned without waiting for her mother’s reply,
         and asked the Captain what ‘strange truths’ he could possibly mean.
      

      
      The Captain shuffled the pack in an embarrassed manner. He glanced uneasily at Mrs Prescott. He had been thinking, he said,
         of a specific occasion. He shuffled the pack some more. It had occurred, he continued, while researching a monograph, praised
         as ‘exhaustive’ by the scientific press, upon the mousebirds of the Great Karroo.
      

      
      ‘The Great Karroo?’ Lily stared at him hopefully. ‘My, how perfectly exotic-sounding!’

      
      ‘Exotic? It has not often been described that way.’ The Captain smiled. ‘But I have sometimes found it so.’

      
      ‘And what might it be?’

      
      ‘It is a desert lying north of the Cape.’

      
      ‘Oh. Indeed? I see.’ Lily didn’t bother to conceal her disappointment. How dull, she thought, how tedious, how painfully tedious!
         And yet even as the Captain described it, Lily observed in his eye a strange far-away look, and marked upon his face, normally
         so reserved, a hint of that same excitement which had first served to intrigue her. She began to listen to his description
         of the Great Karroo with more attention. It sounded a dusty, God-forsaken place to be sure, and still Lily couldn’t fathom
         what its interest might be, for apart from the mousebirds, it appeared to have offered nothing save a vast expanse of rock.
      

      
      When she suggested this, however, the Captain wore the shocked expression of a man who has heard a girl he loves insulted.
         ‘It is not just rock, Miss Prescott, but layer after layer of different rock, bands of sediment unimaginably old, each one
         bearing a freight of strange bones. The most marvellous’ – he paused – ‘the most wonderful things …’
      

      
      He pronounced this in a low whisper, sounding, so Lily thought again, like a man recalling some great and absent love. He
         braced back his broad shoulders and glanced at her shyly, then began to deal out the cards, very fast, as though embarrassed
         at what he had let slip and wishing the matter buried. For once Lily was perfectly willing to oblige him. Indeed, she felt
         a numbing sense of disappointment, almost of betrayal, at the horrible thought that the secret she had so longed to learn,
         the secret which had tantalised her for the length of the voyage, might be nothing more than the discovery of a pile of boring
         bones. It would be typical of her father to be concerned with such a thing.
      

      
      She rose abruptly with a scraping back of her chair. ‘I’m tired of whist,’ she said, ‘and it is growing very late.’ Her mother
         looked up at her startled, then with unconcealed relief. She laid down her cards as her daughter had done and likewise rose
         to her feet. Together the pair of them passed through the saloon towards the vestibule, but in the doorway Lily couldn’t help
         but pause and glance back. The Captain was still sitting as they had left him, staring straight ahead, as though at something
         very distant. His brow was clouded. Lily wondered whether he was perhaps angry with her. She watched him reach inside his jacket and draw something out.
         He stared at it for a moment, and as he did so his face grew all at once remarkably mobile, although with what emotions Lily
         found it hard to decide. She strained to see what the object might be, but it was only as the Captain slipped it back into
         his pocket that she was able to identify it as a matchbox. She recognised it at once. It was the same one she had found in
         his cabin; the one which had contained the two delicate bones.
      

      
      She doubted now that her sudden departure had been on his mind at all. She turned again and passed from the saloon down to
         the cabins. The next day, when it was time for luncheon, she did not invite the Captain to join them. Robbie kept nagging
         her and asking why, but Lily snapped at him and told him to be quiet. Robbie sulked. He played with Rose, then began chattering
         again, about fossils and lizards with ridiculous names. Later, after luncheon, when they were confined to their cabin by rain,
         he ran round and round the furniture, savaging imaginary prey as he roared.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Robbie, stop it!’ Lily suddenly screamed. ‘Stop it, stop it, stop it!’

      
      ‘But I’m a megalosaurus!’

      
      ‘No you’re not, you’re an insufferable little brat.’

      
      Robbie roared in her face at the top of his voice.

      
      ‘Mama, why will you not control him? This is simply not to be borne!’ Lily rose to her feet. ‘And now I have a headache.’
         She raised a hand to her brow. ‘I must have fresh air, and it is raining and I shall grow unwell with the cold and it will all be your fault, Robbie, do you hear me,
         all your fault!’
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