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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Introduction


In these degenerate times when lawyers rule the world, most works of fiction are preceded by a nervous disclaimer that runs roughly as follows: “All characters in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.”


That cannot be considered one of the more exciting parts of the plot, and most people probably do not read it. The statement is there to discourage libel and defamation suits. I doubt that it helps. Like garlic against vampires, the disclaimer sounds comforting, but it never works when you really need it.


In this book I faced a different problem. Erasmus Darwin was undeniably a living, breathing human being, but his accomplishments were so substantial and diverse that it is difficult to portray him in fiction without being accused of painting him larger than life.


I do not think I have done that. If anything, I have understated the man. In breadth of interests, inventiveness, acquaintances (from King George III to Coleridge to James Watt to Ben Franklin), and human kindness, Darwin bestrode his age. He is arguably the greatest eighteenth century Englishman, a better candidate for that title than Chatham, Pitt the Younger, Pope, Sam Johnson, Marlborough, Priestley, Cavendish, or any other figure in the arts or sciences.


The claim is a large one. In an appendix to this book I have sought to support it, and at the same time drawn a dividing line between the facts and the fiction of each story. If you, like me, tend to read a book from the back forward, be warned: Statements contained in the Appendix reveal plot elements of each story.


On the other hand, if you are such a person, it is already too late. You will be reading this Introduction last of all. I hope that you enjoyed the stories.


—Charles Sheffield




The Devil of Malkirk


The spring evening was warm and still, and the sound of conversation carried far along the path from the open window of the house. It was enough to make the man walking the gravel surface hesitate, then turn his steps onto the lawn. He walked silently across the well trimmed grass to the bay window, stooped, and peered through a gap in the curtains. A few moments more, and he returned to the path and entered the open door of the house.


Ignoring the servant waiting there, he turned left and went at once into the dining room. He looked steadily around him, while the conversation at the long table gradually died down.


“Dr. Darwin?” His voice was gruff and formal.


The eight men seated at dinner were silent for a moment, assessing the stranger. He was tall and gaunt, with a dark, sallow complexion. Long years of intense sunlight had stamped a permanent frown across his brow, and a slight, continuous trembling of his hands spoke of other legacies of foreign disease. He returned the stares in silence.


After a few seconds one of the seated men pushed his chair back from the table.


“I am Erasmus—Darwin.” The slight hesitation as he pronounced his name suggested a stammer more than any kind of contrived pause. “Who are you, and what is your business here?”


The speaker had risen to his feet as he spoke. He stepped forward, and was revealed as grossly overweight, with heavy limbs and a fat, pockmarked face. He stood motionless, calmly awaiting the intruder’s reply.


“Jacob Pole, at your service,” said the stranger. Despite the warmth of the April evening he was wearing a grey scarf of knitted wool, which he tightened now around his neck. “Colonel Jacob Pole of Lichfield. You and I are far afield tonight, Dr. Darwin, but we are neighbors. My house is no more than two miles from yours. You provided medication once, to my wife and to my young daughter. As for my business, it is not of my choosing and I fear it may be a bad one. I am here to ask your urgent assistance on a medical matter at Bailey’s Farm, not half a mile from this house.”


There was a chorus of protesting voices from the table. A thin-faced man who wore no wig stood up and stepped closer.


“Colonel Pole, this is my house. I will forgive your entry to it uninvited and unannounced, since we understand that medical urgencies must banish formalities. But you interrupt more than a dinner among friends. I am Matthew Boulton, and tonight the Lunar Society meets here on serious matters. Mr. Priestley is visiting from Calne to tell of his latest researches on the new air. He is well begun, but by no means finished. Can your business wait an hour?”


Jacob Pole stood up straighter than ever. “If disease could be made to wait, I would do the same. As it is …” He turned to Darwin again. “I am no more than a messenger here, one who happened to be dining with Will Bailey. I have come at the request of Dr. Monkton, to ask your immediate assistance.”


There was another outcry from those still seated at the table. “Monkton! Monkton asking for assistance? Never heard of such a thing.”


“Forget it, ‘Rasmus! Sit back down and try this rhubarb pie.”


“If it’s Monkton,” said a soberly dressed man on the right hand side of the table, “then the patient is as good as dead. He’s no doctor, he’s an executioner. Come on, Colonel Pole, take a glass of claret and sit down with us. We meet too infrequently to relish a disturbance.”


Erasmus Darwin waved him to silence. “Steady, Josiah, I know your views of Dr. Monkton.” He turned full face to Pole, to show a countenance where the front teeth had long been lost from the full mouth. The jaw was jowly and in need of a razor. Only the eyes belied the impression of coarseness and past disease. They were grey and patient, with a look of deep sagacity and profound power of observation.


“Forgive our jests,” he said. “This is an old issue here. Dr. Monkton has not been one to ask my advice on disease, no matter what the circumstance. What does he want now?”


The outcry came again. “He’s a pompous old windbag.”


“Killer Monkton—don’t let him lay a finger on you.”


“I wouldn’t let him touch you, not if you want to live.”


Pole had been staring furiously about him while the men at the table mocked Monkton’s medical skills. He ignored the glass held out toward him, and a scar across the left side of his forehead was showing a flush of red.


“I might share your opinion of Dr. Monkton,” he said curtly. “However, I would extend that view to all doctors. They kill far more than they cure. As for you gentlemen, and Dr. Darwin here, if you all prefer your eating and drinking to the saving of life, I cannot change those priorities.”


He turned to glare at Darwin. “My message is simple. I will give it and leave. Dr. Monkton asks me to say three things: that he has a man at Bailey’s Farm who is critically ill; that already the facies of death are showing; and that he would like you”—he leaned forward to make it a matter between him and Darwin alone—”to come and see that patient. If you will not do it, I will go back and so inform Dr. Monkton.”


“No.” Darwin sighed. “Colonel Pole, our rudeness to you was unforgivable, but there was a reason for it. These meetings of the Society are the high point of our month, and animal spirits sometimes drive us to exceed the proprieties. Give me a moment to call for my greatcoat and we will be on our way. My friends have told you their opinions of Dr. Monkton, and I must confess I am eager to see his patient. In my years of practice between here and Lichfield, Dr. Monkton and I have crossed paths many times—but never has he sought my advice on a medical matter. We are of very different schools, for both diagnosis and treatment.”


He turned back to the group, silent now that their high spirits were damped. “Gentlemen, I am sorry to miss both the discussion and the companionship, but work calls.” He moved to Pole’s side. “Let us go. The last of the light is gone but the moon should be up. We will manage well without a lantern. If Death will not wait, then nor must we.”


The road that led to Bailey’s Farm was flanked by twin lines of hedgerow. It had been an early spring, and the moonlit white of flowering hawthorn set parallel lines to mark the road ahead. The two men walked side by side, Darwin glancing across from time to time at the other’s gloomy profile.


“You appear to have no great regard for the medical profession,” he said at last. “Though you bear marks of illness yourself.”


Jacob Pole shrugged his shoulders and did not speak.


“But yet you are a friend of Dr. Monkton?” continued Darwin.


Pole turned a frowning face toward him. “I most certainly am not. As I told you, I am no more than a messenger for him, one who happened to be at the farm.” He hesitated. “If you press the point—as you seem determined to do—I will admit that I am no friend to any doctor. Men put more blind faith in witless surgeons than they do in the Lord Himself.”


“And with more reason,” said Darwin softly.


Pole did not seem to hear. “Blind faith,” he went on. “And against all logic. When you pay a man money to cut off your arm, it’s no surprise that he tells you an arm must come off to save your life. In twenty years of service to the country, I am appalled when I think how many limbs have come off for no reason more than a doctor’s whim.”


“And on that score, Colonel Pole,” said Darwin tartly, “your twenty years of service must also have told you that it would take a thousand of the worst doctors to match the limb-lopping effects of even the least energetic of generals. Look to the ills of your own profession.”


There was an angry silence and both men paced faster along the moonlit road.


The farm stood well back, a hundred yards from the main highway to Lichfield. The path to it was a gloomy avenue of tall elms and by the time they were halfway along it they could see a tall figure standing in the doorway and peering out toward them. As they came closer he leaned back inside to pick up a lantern and strode to meet them.


“Dr. Darwin, I fear you are none too soon.” The speaker’s voice was full and resonant, like that of a singer or a practiced clergyman, but there was no warmth or welcome in it.


Darwin nodded. “Colonel Pole tells me that the situation looks grave. I have my medical chest with me back at Matthew Boulton’s house. If there are drugs or dressings needed, Dr. Monkton, they can be brought here in a few minutes.”


“I think it may already be too late for that.” They had reached the door, and Monkton paused there. He was broad shouldered, with a long neck and a red, bony face. His expression was dignified and severe. “By the time Colonel Pole left here, the man was already sunk to unconsciousness. Earlier this evening there was delirium, and utterances that were peculiar indeed. I have no great hopes for him.”


“He is one of Bailey’s farmworkers?”


“He is not. He is a stranger, taken ill on the road near here. The woman with him came for help to the farm. Fortunately I was already here, attending to Father Bailey’s rheumatics.” He shrugged. “That is a hopeless case, of course, in a man of his age.”


“Mm. Perhaps.” Darwin sounded unconvinced, but he did not press it. “It was curiously opportune that you were here. So tell me, Dr. Monkton, just what is this stranger’s condition?”


“Desperate. You will see it for yourself,” he went on at Darwin’s audible grunt of dissatisfaction. “He lies on a cot at the back of the scullery.”


“Alone? Surely not?”


“No. His companion is with him. I explained to her that his condition is grave, and she seemed to comprehend well enough for one of her station.” He set the lantern on a side table in the entrance and took a great pinch of snuff from a decorated ivory box. “Neither one of them showed much sign of learning. They are poor workers from the North, on their way to London to seek employment. She seemed more afraid of me than worried about her man’s condition.”


“So I ask again, what is that condition?” Darwin’s voice showed his exasperation. “It would be better for you to give me your assessment out of their hearing—though I gather that he is hearing little enough.”


“He hears nothing, not if lightning were to strike this house. His condition, in summary: the eyes deep-set in the head, closed, the whites only showing in the ball; the countenance, dull and grey; skin, rough and dry to the touch; before he became delirious he complained that he was feeling bilious.”


“There was vomiting?”


“No, but he spoke of the feeling. And of pain in the chest. His muscle tone was poor and I detected weakened irritability.”


Darwin grunted skeptically, causing Monkton to look at him in a condescending way.


“Perhaps you are unfamiliar with von Haller’s work on this, Dr. Darwin? I personally find it to be most convincing. At any rate, soon after I came to him the delirium began.”


“And what of his pulse?” Darwin’s face showed his concentration. “And was there fever?”


Monkton hesitated for a moment, as though unsure what to answer. “There was no fever,” he said at last. “And I do not think that the pulse was elevated in rate.”


“Huh.” Darwin pursed his full lips. “No fever, no rapid pulse—and yet delirium.” He turned to the other man. “Colonel Pole, did you also see this?”


“I did indeed.” Pole nodded vigorously. “Look here, I know it may be the custom of the medical profession to talk about symptoms until the patient is past saving—but don’t you think you should see the man for yourself, while he’s alive?”


“I do.” Darwin smiled, unperturbed by the other’s gruff manner. “But first I wanted all the facts I can get. Facts are important, Colonel, the fulcrum of diagnosis. Would you prefer me to rush in and operate, another arm or leg gone? Or discuss the man’s impending death in the presence of his wife or daughter? That is not a physician’s role, the addition of new misery beyond disease itself. But lead the way, Dr. Monkton, I am ready now to see your patient.”


Jacob Pole frowned as he followed the other two men back through the interior of the old farmhouse. His expression showed mingled irritation and respect. “You sawbones are all the same,” he muttered. “You have an answer for everything except a man’s illness.”


The inside of the farmhouse was dimly lit. A single oil lamp stood in the middle of the long and chilly corridor that led to the scullery and kitchen. The floor was uneven stone flags and the high shelves carried preserved and wrinkled apples, their acid smell pleasant and surprising.


Monkton opened the door to the scullery, stepped inside, and grunted at the darkness there. “This is a nuisance. I told her to stay here with him, but she has gone off somewhere and allowed the lamp to go out. Colonel Pole, would you bring the lantern from the corridor?”


While Pole went back for it Darwin stood motionless in the doorway, sniffing the air in the dark room. When there was light Monkton looked around and gave a cry of astonishment.


“Why, he’s not here. He was lying on that cot in the corner.”


“Maybe he died, and they moved him?” suggested Pole.


“No, they wouldn’t do that,” said Monkton, but for the first time his voice was uncertain. “Surely they would not move him without my permission?”


“Looks as though they did, though,” said Pole. “We can settle that easily enough.”


He threw back his head. “Willy, where are you?”


The shout echoed through the whole house. After a few seconds there was an answering cry from upstairs.


“What’s wrong, Jacob? Do you need help there?”


“No. Has anybody been down here from upstairs, Willy? While I was gone, I mean.”


“No. I didn’t want to risk the sickness.”


“That sounds right,” grunted Pole. “Brave old Willy, hiding upstairs with his pipe and flagon.”


“Has anyone downstairs been using tobacco?” asked Darwin quietly.


“What?” Pole stared at him. “Tobacco?”


“Use your nose, man. Sniff the air in here.” Darwin was prowling forward. “There’s been a pipe alight here in the past quarter of an hour. Do you smell it now? I somehow doubt that it was the man’s wife that was smoking it.”


He walked forward to the cot itself and laid a plump hand flat upon it. “Quite cold. So here we are, but we find no dead man, and no dying man. Dr. Monkton, in your opinion how long did the stranger have to live?”


“Not long.” Monkton cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Not more than an hour or two, I would judge.”


“Within an hour of final sacrament, and then gone,” grunted Darwin. He shook his head and sat on the edge of the cot. “So now what? I don’t think we’ll find him easily, and we have all three sacrificed an evening to this already. If you are willing to waste a few more minutes, I’d much like to hear what the patient said when he became delirious. What do you say, gentlemen? May we discuss it?”


Pole and Monkton looked at each other.


“If you wish, although I am very doubtful that it—” began the physician, his rich voice raised a good half octave.


“All right,” interrupted Pole. “Let’s do it. But I don’t propose to debate this here, in the scullery. Let’s go upstairs. I’m sure Will Bailey can find us a comfortable place, and a glass as well if you want it—perhaps he can even find you an acceptable substitute for that rhubarb pie.” He turned to the other physician. “As you know, Dr. Monkton, when you were tending to the man I did little more than watch. With your leave, maybe I should say what I saw, and you can correct me as you see fit. Agreed?”


“Well, now, I don’t know. I’m not at all sure that I am willing to—”


“Splendid.” Jacob Pole picked up the lamp and started back along the corridor, leaving the others the choice of following or being left behind in darkness.


“Colonel Pole!” Monkton lost his dignity and scuttled after him, leaving Darwin, smiling to himself, to bring up the rear. “Slower there, Colonel. D’you want to see a broken leg in the dark here?”


“No. With two doctors to attend it, a broken leg would more than likely prove fatal.” But Pole slowed his steps and turned so that the lamp threw its beam back along the corridor. “What an evening. Will Bailey and I had just nicely settled in for a pipe of Virginia and a talk about old times—we were together at Pondicherry, and at the capture of Manila—when word came up from downstairs that Dr. Monkton needed another pair of hands to help.”


“Why not Will Bailey?” asked Darwin from behind him. “It is his house.”


“Aye, but Willy had shipped a few pints of porter, and I’d been running reasonable dry. I left him there to nod, and I came down.” Pole sniffed. “I’m no physician—you may have guessed that already—but when I saw our man back there in the scullery I could tell he was halfway to the hereafter. He was mumbling to himself, mumbling and muttering. It took me a few minutes to get the hang of his accent—Scots, and thick enough to cut. And he was all the time shivering and shaking, and muttering, muttering …”


The woman had been standing by the side of the cot, holding the man’s right hand in both of hers. As the hoarse voice grew louder and more distinct she leaned toward him.


“John, no. Don’t talk that way.” Her voice was frightened, and for a brief moment the man’s eyes seemed to flicker in their sunk pits, as though about to open. She looked nervously at Jacob Pole and at Dr. Monkton, who was preparing a poultice of kaolin and pressed herbs.


“His mind’s not there. He—he doesna’ know whut he’s sayin’. Hush, Johnnie, an’ lie quiet.”


“Inland from Handa Island, there by the Minch,” said the man suddenly, as though answering some unspoken question. “Aye, inside the loch. That’s where ye’ll find it.”


“Sh. Johnnie, now quiet ye.” She squeezed his hand gently, an attractive dark-haired woman bowed down with worry and work. “Try and sleep, John, ye need rest.”


The unshaven jaw was moving again, its dark bristles emphasizing the pale lips and waxen cheeks. Again the eyelids fluttered.


“Two hundred years,” he said in a creaking voice. “Two hundred years it lay there, an’ niver a mon suspected whut was in it. One o’ auld King Philip’s ships, an’ crammed. Aye, an’ not one to ken it ‘til a month back, wi’ all the guid gold.”


Jacob Pole started forward, his thin face startled. The woman saw him move and shook her head.


“Sir, pay him no mind. He’s not wi’ us, he’s ramblin’ in the head.”


“Move back, then, and give me room,” said Monkton. His manner was brisk. “And if you, sir”—he nodded at Pole—”will hold his shoulders while I apply this to his chest. And you, my good woman, go off to the kitchen and bring more hot water. Perhaps this will give him ease.”


“I canna’ leave him noo.” The woman’s voice was anguished. “There’s no sayin’ whut he’ll come out with. He might—” Her voice trailed off under the doctor’s glare and she picked up the big brass bowl and reluctantly crept out. Jacob Pole took the man firmly by the shoulders, leaning forward to assure his grip.


“Inland from Handa Island,” said the man after a few seconds. His breath caught and rattled in his throat, but there seemed to be a tone of a confidence shared. “Aye, ye have it to rights, a wee bit north of Malkirk, at the entrance there of Loch Malkirk. A rare find. But we’ll need equipment to take it, ’tis twenty feet down, an’ bullion weighs heavy. An’ there’s the Devil to worrit about. Need help …”


His voice faded and he groaned as the hot poultice was applied to his bare chest. His hands twitched, flew feebly upwards toward his throat, and then flopped back to his sides.


“Hold him,” said Monkton. “There’s a new fit coming.”


“I have him.” Pole’s voice was quiet and he was leaning close to the man, watching the pallid lips. “Easy, Johnnie.”


The dark head was turning to and fro on the folded blanket, grunting with some inner turmoil. The thin hands began to clench and unclench.


“Go south for it.” The words were little more than a whisper. “That’s it, have to go south. Ye know the position here in the Highlands, but we’ll have to have weapons. Ye canna’ fight the Devil wi’ just dirks and muskets, ye need a regular bombard. I’ve seen it—bigger than leviathan, taller than Foinaven, an’ strong as Fingal. Five men killed, an’ three more crippled, an’ nothin’ to show for it.”


“It’s coming,” said Monkton suddenly. “He’s stiffening in the limbs.”


The breath was coming harder in the taut throat. “Go get the weapons … wi’out that we’ll lose more o’ the clansmen. Weapons, put by Loch Malkirk, an’ raise the bullion … canna’ fight the Devil … wi’ just dirks. Aye, I’ll do it … south, then. Need weapons … bigger than leviathan …”


As the voice faded, his thin hands moved up to clasp Pole’s restraining hands and Pole winced as black fingernails dug deep into his wrists.


“Hold tight,” said Monkton. “It’s the final spasm.”


But even as he spoke, the stranger’s muscles began to lose their tension. The thin hands slid down to the chest and the harsh breathing eased. Jacob Pole stood looking down at the still face.


“Has he—gone?”


“No.” Monkton looked puzzled. “He still breathes, and it somehow seems to have eased. I—I thought … Well, he’s quiet now. Would you go and find the woman, and see where that hot water has got to? I would also like to cup him.”


Pole was peering at the man’s face. “He seems a lot better. He’s not shaking the way he was. What will you do next?”


“Well, the cupping, he certainly needs to be bled.” Monkton coughed. “Then I think another plaster, of mustard, Burgundy pitch, and pigeon dung. And perhaps an enema of antimony and rock salt, and possibly wormwood bitters.”


“Sweet Christ.” Pole shook his head and wiped his nose on his sleeve. “Not for me. I’d rather be costive for a week. I’ll go fetch his woman.”


“And that was it?” Darwin was seated comfortably in front of the empty fireplace, a dish of dried plums and figs on his lap. Jacob Pole stood by the window, looking moodily out into the night and glancing occasionally at Will Bailey. The farmer was slumped back in an armchair, snoring and snorting and now and then jerking back for a few moments of consciousness.


“That’s as I recall it—and I listened hard.” Pole shrugged. “I don’t know what happened after I left the room, of course, but Dr. Monkton says the man was peaceful and unconscious until he too left. The woman stayed.”


Darwin picked up a fig and frowned at it. “I have no desire to further lower your opinion of my profession, but now that he is gone I must say that Dr. Monkton’s powers of observation are not impressive to me. You looked close at that man’s face, you say. And as a soldier you presumably have seen men die?”


“Aye. And women and children, sad to say.” Pole looked at him morosely. “What’s that to do with it?”


Darwin sighed. “Nothing, it seems, according to you and my colleague, Dr. Monkton. Think, sir, think of that room you were in. Think of the smell of it.”


“The tobacco? You already remarked on that, and I recall no other.”


“Exactly. So ask yourself of the smell that was not there. A man lies dying, eh? He displays the classic Hippocratic facies of death, as Dr. Monkton described it—displays them so exactly that it is as though they were copied from a text. So. But where was the smell of mortal disease? You know that smell?”


Pole turned suddenly. “There was none. Damme, I knew there was something odd about that room. I know that smell all too well—sweet, like the charnel house. Now why the blazes didn’t Dr. Monkton remark it? He must encounter it all the time.”


Darwin shrugged his heavy shoulders and chewed on another wrinkled plum. “Dr. Monkton has gone beyond the point in his profession where his reputation calls for exact observation. It comes to all of us at last. ‘Man, proud man, drest in a little brief authority, most ignorant of what he’s most assured.’ Aye, there’s some of that in all of us, you and me, too. But let us go, if you will, a little further. The man gripped your wrists and you held his shoulders. There was delirium, you have told me that, in his voice. But what was the feel of him?”


Pole paced back and forth along the room, his skinny frame stooped in concentration. He finally stopped and glared at Will Bailey. “Pity you’ve no potion to stop him snoring. I can’t hear myself think. A man can’t fix his mind around anything with that noise. Let’s see now, what was the feel of him.”


He held his hands out before him. “I held him so, and he gripped at my wrists thus. Dirty hands, with long black nails.”


“And their warmth? Carry your mind back to them.”


“No, not hot. He wasn’t fevered, not at all. But not cold, either. But …” Pole paused and bit his lip. “Something else. The Dutch have my guts, his hands were soft. Black and dirty, but not rough, the way you’d expect for a farmer or a tinker. His hands didn’t match his clothes at all.”


“I conjectured it so.” Darwin spat a plum stone into the empty fireplace. “Will you allow me to carry one step further?”


“More yet? Damme, to my mind we’ve enough mystery already. What now?”


“You have seen the world in your army service. You have been aboard a fighting ship and know its usual cargo. Did anything strike you as strange about our dying friend’s story?”


“The ship, one of King Philip’s galleons, sunk off the coast of Scotland two hundred years ago.” Pole licked at his chapped lips and a new light filled his eyes. “With a load of bullion on board it.”


“Exactly. A wreck in Loch Malkirk, we deduce, and bearing gold. Now, Colonel Pole, have you ever been involved in a search for treasure?”


Before Pole could answer there was a noise like a hissing wood fire from the other armchair. It was Will Bailey, awake again and shaking with laughter.


“Ever been involved in a hunt for treasure, Jacob! There’s a good one for me to tell yer wife.” He went into another fit of merriment. “Should I tell the Doctor, Jacob?”


He turned to Darwin. “There was never a man born under the sun who followed treasure harder. He had me at it, too—diving for pearls off Sarawak, and trawling for old silver off the Bermudas’ reefs.” He lay back, croaking with laughter. “Tell ‘im, Jacob, you tell ‘im all about it.”


Pole peered at him in the dim light. “Will Bailey, you’re a shapeless mass of pox-ridden pig’s muck. Tell him about yourself, instead of talking about me. Who ate the poultice off the black dog’s back, eh? Who married the chimney sweep, and who hanged the monkey?”


“So you have found treasure before?” interjected Darwin, and Pole turned his attention back to the doctor.


“Not a shillings-worth, though I’ve sought it hard enough, along with fat Will there. I’ve searched, aye, and I’ve even hunted bullion out on the Main, in sunk Spanish galleons; but I’ve never found enough to pay a minute’s rent on a Turkish privy. What of it, then?”


“Consider our wrecked galleon, resting for two hundred years off the coast of Scotland. How would it have got there? Spanish galleons were not in the habit of sailing the Scottish coast—still less at a time when England and Spain were at war.”


“The Armada!” said Bailey. “He’s saying yon ship must have been part of the Spanish Armada, come to invade England.”


“The Armada indeed. Defeated by Drake and the English fleet, afraid to face a straight journey home to Cadiz through the English Channel, eh? Driven to try for a run the long way, around the north coast of Scotland, with a creep down past Ireland. Many of the galleons tried that.”


Pole nodded. “It fits. But—”


“Aye, speak your but.” Darwin’s eyes were alight with pleasure. “What is your but?”


“But a ship of the Armada had no reason to carry bullion. If anything, she’d have been stripped of valuables in case she went down in battle.”


“Exactly!” Darwin slapped his fat thigh. “Yet against all logic we find sunk bullion in Loch Malkirk. One more factor, then I’ll await your comment: you and I both live fifteen miles from here, and I at least am an infrequent visitor; yet I was called on to help Dr. Monkton—who has never before called me in for advice or comment on anything. Ergo, someone knew my whereabouts tonight, and someone persuaded Monkton to send for me. Who? Who asked you to fetch me from Matthew Boulton’s house?”


Pole frowned. “Why, he did.” He pointed at Will Bailey.


“Nay, but the woman told me you and Monkton asked for that.” Bailey looked baffled. “Only she didn’t know the way, and had to get on back in there with her man. That’s when I asked you to do it—I thought you knew all about it.”


Darwin was nodding in satisfaction. “Now we have the whole thing. And observe, at every turn we come back to the two strangers—long since disappeared, and I will wager we see no more of them.”


“But what the devil’s been going on?” said Pole. He scratched at his jaw and wiped his nose again on his sleeve. “A dying man, Spanish bullion, a leviathan in Loch Malkirk—how did we get into the middle of all this? I come here for a bite of free dinner and a quiet smoke with Willy, and before I know it I’m running over the countryside as confused as Lazarus’ widow.”


“What is really going on?” Darwin rubbed at his grey wig. “As to that, at the moment I could offer no more than rank conjecture. We lack tangible evidence. But for what it is worth, Colonel, I believe that you were involved largely accidentally. My instincts tell me that I was the primary target, and someone aimed their shafts at my curiosity or my cupidity.”


“The bullion?” Pole’s eyes sparkled. “Aye, where they tickled me, too. If you go, I’d like a chance to join you. I’ve done it before, and I know some of the difficulties. Rely on me.”


Darwin shook his head. The plate of fruit had been emptied, and there was a dreamy look on his coarse features. “It is not the treasure, that can be yours, Colonel—if it proves to exist. No, sir, there’s sweeter bait for me, something I can scent but not yet see. The Devil, and one thing more, must wait for us in Malkirk.”


The pile in the courtyard of the stage inn had been growing steadily. An hour before, three leather bags had been delivered, then a square oak chest and a canvas-wrapped package. The coachman sat close to the wall of the inn, warming his boots at a little brazier and shielding his back against the unseasonably cold May wind. He was drinking from a tankard of small beer and looking doubtfully from the swelling heap of luggage to the roof of the coach.


Finally he looked over his shoulder, measured the angle of the sun with an experienced eye, and rose to his feet. As he did so there was a clatter of horses’ hooves.


Two light pony traps came into view, approaching from opposite directions. They met by the big coach. Two passengers climbed down from them, looked first at the pile of luggage on the ground, then at the laden traps, and finally at each other. The brooding coachman was ignored completely.


The fat man shook his head.


“This is ridiculous, Colonel. When we agreed to share a coach for this enterprise it was with the understanding that I would take my medical chest and equipment with me. They are bulky, but I do not care to travel without them, for even a few miles from home. However, it did not occur to me that you would then choose to bring with you all your household possessions.” He waved a brawny arm at the other trap. “We are visiting Scotland, not removing ourselves to it permanently.”


The tall, scrawny man had moved to his light carriage and was struggling to take down from it a massive wooden box. Despite his best effort he was unable to lift it clear, and after a moment he gave up, grunted, and turned to face the other. He shook his head.


“A few miles from home is one thing, Dr. Darwin. Loch Malkirk is another. We will be far in the Highlands, beyond real civilization. I know that it has been thirty years since the Great Rebellion, but I’m told that the land is not quiet. It still seethes with revolt. We will need weapons—if not for the natives, then for the Devil.”


Darwin had checked that his medical chest was safely aboard the coach. Now he came across to grasp one side of the box on the other trap, and between them they lowered it to the ground.


“You are quite mistaken,” he said. “The Highlands are unhappy but they are peaceful. Dr. Johnson fared well enough there, only three years ago. You will not need your weapons, though there is no denying that the people hold loyal to Prince Charles Edward—”


“The Young Pretender,” grunted Pole. “The upstart blackguard who—”


“—who has what many would accept as a legitimate claim to the throne of Scotland, if not of England.” Darwin was peering curiously into the wooden box, as Pole carefully raised the lid. “His loss in ‘46 was a disaster, but the clans are loyal in spite of his exile. Colonel Pole”—he had at last caught a glimpse of the inside of the box—”weapons are one thing, but I trust you are not proposing to take that with you to Malkirk.”


“Certainly am.” Jacob Pole crouched by the box and lovingly stroked the shining metal. “You’ll never see a prettier cannon than Little Bess. Brass-bound, iron sheath on the bore, and fires a two-inch ball with black powder. Show me a devil or a leviathan in Loch Malkirk, and I’ll show you something that’s a good deal more docile when he’s had one of these up his weasand.” He held up a ball, lofting it an inch or two in the palm of his hand. “And if the natives run wild I’m sure it will do the same for them.”


Darwin reached to open the lid wider. “Musket and shot, too. Where do you imagine that we are travelling, to the moon? You know the Highlanders are forbidden to carry weapons, and we have little enough room for rational appurtenances. The ragmatical collection you propose is too much.”


“No more than your medical chests are too much.” Pole straightened up. “I’ll discard if you will, but not otherwise.”


“Impossible. I have already winnowed to a minimum.”


“And so have I.”


The coachman stood up slowly and carried his empty tankard back into the inn. Once inside he went over to the keg, placed his tankard next to it, and jerked his head back toward the door.


“Listen to that,” he said gloomily. “Easy money, I thought it’d be, wi’ just the two passengers. Now they’re at each other before they’ve set foot in the coach, and I’ve contracted to carry them as far as Durham. Here, Alan, pour me another one in there before I go, and make it a big ‘un.”


The journey north was turning back the calendar, day by day and year by year. Beyond Durham the spring was noticeably less advanced, with the open apple blossom of Nottingham regressing by the time they reached Northumberland to tight pink buds a week away from bloom. The weather added to the effect with a return to the raw, biting cold of February, chilling fingers and toes through the thickest clothing.


At Otterburn they had changed coaches to an open dray that left them exposed to the gusts of a hard northeaster, and beyond Stirling the centuries themselves peeled away from the rugged land. The roads were unmetalled, mere stony scratches along the slopes of the mountains, and the mean houses of turf and rubble were dwarfed by the looming peaks.


At first Darwin had tried to write. He made notes in the thick volume of his Commonplace Book, balancing it on his knee. Worsening roads and persistent rain conspired to defeat him, and at last he gave up. He sat facing forward in the body of the dray, unshaven, swaddled in blankets and covered by a sheet of grey canvas with a hole cut in it for his head.


“Wild country, Colonel Pole.” He gestured forward as they drove northwest along Loch Shin. “We are a long way from Lichfield. Look at that group.”


He nodded ahead at a small band of laborers plodding along the side of the track. Jacob Pole made a snorting noise that could have as well come from the horse. He was smoking a stubby pipe with a bowl like a cupped hand, and a jar of hot coals stood on the seat behind him.


“What of ’em?” he said. His pipe was newly charged with black tobacco scraped straight from the block, and he blew out a great cloud of blue-grey smoke. “I see nothing worth talking about. They’re just dreary peasants.”


“Ah, but they are pure Celt,” said Darwin cheerfully. “Observe the shape of their heads, and the brachycephalic cranium. We’ll see more of them as we go further north. It’s been the way of it for three thousand years, the losers in the fight for good lands are pushed north and west. Scots and Celts and Picts, driven and crowded to the northern hills.”


Jacob Pole peered at the group suspiciously as he tamped his pipe. “They may look like losers to you, but they look like tough fodder to me. Big and fierce. As for your idea that they don’t carry weapons, take a look at those scythes and sickles, and then define a weapon for me.” He patted his pocket under his leather cloak. “Ball and powder is what you need for savages. Mark my words, we’ll be glad of these before we’re done in Malkirk.”


“I am not persuaded. The Rebellion was over thirty years ago.”


“Aye, on the surface. But I’ve never yet heard of treasure being captured easy, there’s always blood and trouble comes with it. It draws in violence, as sure as cow dung draws flies.”


“I see. So you are suggesting that we should turn back?” Darwin’s tone was sly.


“Did I say that?” Pole blew out an indignant cloud of smoke. “Never. We’re almost there. If we can find boat and boatman, I’ll be looking for that galleon before today’s done, Devil or no Devil. I’ve never seen one in this world, and I hope I’ll not see one in the next. But with your ideas on religion, I’m surprised you believe in devils at all.”


“Devils?” Darwin’s voice was quiet and reflective. “Certainly I am a believer in them, as much as the Pope himself; but I think he and I might disagree on the shapes they bear in the world. We should get our chance to find out soon enough.” He lifted a brawny arm from under the canvas. “That has to be Malkirk, down the hill there. We have made better time from Lairg than I anticipated.”


Jacob Pole scowled ahead. “And a miserable looking place it is, if that’s all there is to it. But look close down there—maybe we’re not the only visitors to these godforsaken regions.”


Half a mile in front of them two light carriages blocked the path that led through the middle of the village. The ill-clad cluster of people gathered around them turned as Pole drove the dray steadily forward and halted twenty yards from the nearer carriage.


He and Darwin stepped down, stretching joints stiffened by the long journey. As they did so three men came forward through the crowd. Darwin looked at them in surprise for a moment before nodding a greeting.


“I am Erasmus Darwin, and this is Colonel Jacob Pole. You received my message, I take it? We sent word ahead that we desire accommodation for a few days here in Malkirk.”


He looked intently from one to the other. They formed a curiously ill-matched trio. The tallest of them was lean and dark, even thinner than Jacob Pole, and the possessor of bright, dark eyes that snapped from one scene to the next without ever remaining still. He had long-fingered hands, red cheeks that framed a hooked nose and a big chin, and he was dressed in a red tunic and green breeches covered by a patchwork cloak of blues and greys. His neighbor was of middle height and conventionally dressed—but his skin was coal-black and his prominent cheekbones wore deep patterns of old scars.


The third member stood slightly apart from the others. He was short and strongly built, with massive bare arms. His face was half hidden behind a growth of greying beard, and he seemed to crackle with excess energy. He had nodded vigorously as soon as Darwin asked about the message.


“Aye, aye, we got your message right enough. But I thought it came for these gentlemen.” He jerked his head to the others at his side. “There was no word with it, ye see, saying who was comin’, only a need for beds for two. But ye say ye’re the Darwin as sent the note to me?”


“I am.” Darwin looked rueful. “I should have said more with that message. It never occurred to me there might be two arrivals here in one day. Can you find room for us?”


The broad man shrugged. “I’ll find ye a bed—but it will be one for the both of ye, I’ll warn ye of that.”


Jacob Pole stole a quick look at Darwin’s bulky form.


“A good-sized bed,” said the man, catching the glance. “In a middlin’ sized room. An’ clean, too, and that has Malcolm Maclaren’s own word on it.” He thumped at his thick chest. “An’ that’s good through the whole Highlands.”


While Maclaren was speaking the tall, cloaked man had been sizing up Pole and Darwin, his look darting intensely from one to the other absorbing every detail of their appearance. “Our arrival has caused problems—not expected, we must solve.” His voice was deep, with a clipped, jerky delivery and a strong touch of a foreign accent. “Apologies. Let me introduce—I am Doctor Philip Theophrastus von Hohenheim. At your service. This is my servant, Zumal. Yours to command.”


The black man grinned, showing teeth that had been filed to sharp points. Darwin raised his eyebrows and looked quizzically at the tall stranger.


“I must congratulate you. You are looking remarkably well, Dr. Paracelsus von Hohenheim, for one who must soon be approaching his three hundredth year.”


After a moment’s startled pause the tall man laughed, showing even yellow teeth. Jacob Pole and Malcolm Maclaren looked on uncomprehendingly as Hohenheim reached out, took Darwin’s hand, and shook it hard.


“Your knowledge is impressive, Dr. Darwin. Few people know my name these days—and fewer yet can place my date of birth so accurate. To make precise—I was born 1491, one year before Columbus of Genoa found the Americas.” He bowed. “You also know my work?”


As Hohenheim was speaking, Darwin had frowned in sudden puzzlement and stood for a few moments in deep thought. Finally he nodded.


“In my youth, sir, your words impressed me more than any others. If I may quote you: ‘I admonish you not to reject the method of experiment, but according as your power permits, to follow it without prejudice. For every experiment is like a weapon which must be used according to its own peculiar power.’ Great words, Dr. Hohenheim.” He looked at the other man coolly. “Throughout my career as a physician, I have tried to adhere to that precept. Perhaps you recall what you wrote immediately after that advice?”


Instead of replying, Hohenheim lifted his left hand clear of his cloak and waved it rapidly in a circle, the extended fingers pointing toward Jacob Pole. As he completed the circle he flicked his thumb swiftly across the palm of his hand and casually plucked a small green flask from the air close to Pole’s head. While the villagers behind him gasped, he rolled the flask into the palm of his hand.


“Here.” He held it out to Jacob Pole. “Your eyes tell it—fluxes and fevers. Drink this. Condition will be improved, much improved. I guarantee. Also—more liquids, less strong drink. Better for you.” He turned to Darwin. “And you, Doctor. Medicine has come a long way—great advances since I had to flee the charlatans of Basel. Let me offer you advice, also. Barley water, licorice, sweet almond, in the morning. White wine and anise—not too much—at night. To fortify mind and body.”


Darwin nodded. He looked subdued. “I thank you for your thoughtful words. Perhaps I will seek to follow them. The ingredients, with the exception of wine, are already in my medical chest.”


“Solution.” Hohenheim snapped the fingers of his left hand in the air again, and again he held a flask. “White wine. To serve until other supply is at hand.”


The villagers murmured in awe, and Hohenheim smiled. “Until tomorrow. I have other business now. Must be in Inverness tonight, meeting there was promised.”


“Ye’ll never do it, man,” burst out Malcolm Maclaren. “Why, it’s a full day’s ride or more, south of here.”


“I have methods.” There was another quick smile, a bow toward Pole and Darwin, then Hohenheim had turned and was walking briskly away toward the west, where the sea showed less than a mile away. While Malcolm Maclaren and the villagers gazed after him in fascinated silence, Jacob Pole suddenly became aware of the flask that he was holding. He looked at it doubtfully.


“With your permission.” Darwin reached out to take it. He removed the stopper, sniffed at it, and then placed it cautiously against his tongue.


“Here.” Pole grabbed the flask back. “That’s mine. You drink your own. Wasn’t that amazing? I’ve seen a lot of doctors, but I’ve never seen one to match his speed for diagnosis—it’s enough to make me change my mind about all pox-peddling physicians. Made you think, didn’t it?”


“It did,” said Darwin ironically. “It made me think most hard.”


“And the way he drew drugs from thin air, did you see that? The man’s a marvel. What were you saying about him being three hundred years old? That sounds impossible.”


“For once we seem to be in agreement.” Darwin looked at the flask he was holding. “As for his ability to conjure a prescription for me from the air itself, that surprises me less than you might think. It is a poor doctor who lacks access to all the ingredients for his own potions.”


“But you were impressed,” said Pole. He was looking pleased with himself. “Admit it, Dr. Darwin, you were impressed.”


“I was—but not because of his drugs. That called for some powers of manipulation and manual dexterity, no more. But one of Hohenheim’s acts impressed me mightily—and it was one performed without emphasis, as though it was so easy as to be undeserving of comment.”


Pole rubbed at his nose and took a tentative sip from his open flask. He pulled a sour face. “Pfaugh. Essence of badger turd. But all his acts seemed beyond me. What are you referring to?”


“One power of the original Paracelsus, Theophrastus von Hohenheim, was to know all about a man on first meeting. I would normally discount that idea as mere historical gossip. But recall, if you will, Hohenheim’s first mode of address to me. He called me Doctor Darwin.”


“That’s who you are.”


“Aye. Except that I introduced myself here simply as Erasmus Darwin. My message to Maclaren was signed only as Darwin. So how did Hohenheim know to call me doctor?”


“From the man who carried your message here?”


“He knew me only as Mister Darwin.”


“Maybe Hohenheim saw your medical chest.”


“It is quite covered by the canvas—invisible to all.”


“All right.” Pole shrugged. “Damme, he must have heard of you before. You’re a well-known doctor.”


“Perhaps.” Darwin’s tone was grudging. “I like to believe that I have a growing reputation, and it calls for effort for any man to be skeptical of his own fame. Even so …”


He turned to Malcolm Maclaren, who was still watching Hohenheim and Zumal as they walked toward the sea. Darwin tugged gently at his leather jacket.


“Mr. Maclaren. Did you talk of my message to Dr. Hohenheim before we arrived?”


“Eh? Your message?” Maclaren rubbed a thick-nailed hand across his brow. “I was just startin’ to mention something on it when the pair of ye arrived here. But did ye ever see a doctor like that. Did ye ever?”


Darwin tugged again at his jacket. “Did Hohenheim seem to be familiar with my name?”


“He did not.” Maclaren turned to stare at Darwin and shook his jacket free. “He said he’d never before heard of ye.”


“Indeed.” Darwin stepped back and placed his ample rear on the step of the dray. He gazed for several minutes toward the dark mass of Foinaven in the northeast, and he did not move until Pole came bustling up to him.


“Unless you’re of a mind to sit there all day in the rain, let’s go along with Mr. Maclaren and see where we’ll be housed. D’ye hear me?”


Darwin looked at him vacantly, his eyes innocent and almost childlike.


“Come on, wake up.” Pole pointed at the blank-walled cottages, rough stone walls stuffed with sods of turf. “I hope it will be something better than this. Let’s take a look at the bed, and hope we won’t be sleeping sailor-style, two shifts in one bunk. And I’ll wager my share of the bullion to a gnat’s snuffbox that there’s bugs in the bed, no matter what Malcolm Maclaren says. Well, no matter. I’ll take those over Kuzestan scorpions if it comes to a nip or two on the bum. Let’s away.”


West of Malkirk the fall of the land to the sea was steep. The village had grown on a broad lip, the only level place between mountains and the rocky shore. Its stone houses ran in a ragged line north—south, straddling the rutted and broken road. Jacob Pole allowed the old horse to pick its own path as the dray followed Malcolm Maclaren. He was looking off to the left, to a line of breakers that marked the shore.


“A fierce prospect,” remarked Darwin. He had followed the direction of Pole’s gaze. “And no shore for a shipwreck. See the second line of breakers out there, and the rocks of the reef. It is hard to imagine a ship holding together for one month after a wreck here, still less for two centuries.”


“My thought exactly,” said Pole gruffly. “Mr. Maclaren?”


“Aye, sir?” The stocky Highlander halted and turned at Pole’s call, his frizzy mop of hair wild under the old bonnet.


“Is the whole coastline like this—I mean, rocky and reef-bound?”


“It is, sir, exceptin’ only Loch Malkirk, a mile on from here. Ye can put a boat in there easy enough, if ye’ve a mind to do it. An’ there’s another wee bit landing south of here that some of the men use.” He remained standing, arms across his chest. “Why’d ye be askin’? Will ye be wantin’ a boat, same as Dr. Hohenheim?”


“Hohenheim wants a boat?” began Pole, but Darwin silenced him with a look and a hand laid on his arm.


“Not now,” he said, as soon as Maclaren had turned to walk again along the path. “You already said it, the lure of gold will attract trouble. We could have guessed it. We are not the only ones who have heard word of a galleon.”


“Aye. But Hohenheim …” Jacob Pole sank into an unquiet silence.


They were approaching the north end of the village, where three larger houses stood facing each other across a level sward. Maclaren waved his hand at the one nearest the shore, where a grey-haired woman stood at the door.


“I wish ye could have had a place in that, but Dr. Hohenheim has one room, and his servant, that heathen blackamoor, has the other. But we can gi’ ye a room that’s near as good in here.” He turned to the middle and biggest house, and the woman started over to join them.


“Jeanie. Two gentlemen needs a room.” He went into a quick gabble of Gaelic, then looked apologetically at Pole and Darwin. “I’m sorry, but she hasna’ the English. I’ve told her the place has to be clean for ye, an’ that ye’ll be here for a few days at least. Anythin’ else ye’ll need while ye are here in Malkirk? Best if I tell her now.”


“I think not,” said Darwin. But he swung lightly to the ground from the seat of the dray and began to walk quickly across to the black-shuttered third house. He had seen the repeated looks that Malcolm Maclaren and the woman had cast in that direction.


“I don’t suppose there is any chance of rooms in here?” he said, not slowing his pace at all. “It will be some inconvenience, sharing a room, and if there were a place in this house, even for one of us—”


“No, sir!” Maclaren’s voice was high and urgent. “Not in that house, sir. There’s no room there.”


He came after Darwin, who had reached the half-open door and was peering inside.


“Ye see, there’s no place for ye.” Maclaren had moved around and blocked the entrance with a thick arm. “I mean, there’s no furniture there, no way that ye could stay there, you or the Colonel.”


Darwin was looking carefully around the large stone-floored room, with its massive single bed and empty fireplace. He frowned.


“That is a pity. It has no furnishings, true enough, but the bed is of ample size. Could you perhaps bring some other furniture over from another house, and make it—”


“No, sir.” Maclaren pushed the door to firmly and began to shepherd Darwin back toward the other house. “Ye see, sir, that’s my brother’s house. He’s been away inland these past two month, an’ the house needs a cleanin’ before he comes back. We expect him in a day or two—but ye see, that house isna’ mine to offer ye. Come on this way, an’ we’ll make you comfortable, I swear it.”


He went across to the dray, ripped away the canvas with a jerk, grunted, and lifted the box containing Little Bess clear with one colossal heave. The other two men watched in amazement as he braced his legs, then staggered off toward the center house with his burden.


Pole raised his eyebrows. “I won’t argue the point with him. It took two of us to lift that. But what’s over there that he’s so worried about? Weapons maybe? Did you see guns or claymores?”
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