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CHAPTER 1
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Hampstead Heath, 18—


When Nathan Ashe disappeared from the ruined streets of Southwark, I couldn’t help but think the horror was, at least in part, my own design. I’d infected him, after all, filled him up with my so-called disease. The rank shadows and gaslight in the human warrens beyond Blackfriars Bridge did the rest. Madeline Lee, my dearest friend, would come to hate me for what I’d done. She said I ruined Nathan because of love, and that infecting him was my way of laying claim to his attentions. I couldn’t make her understand how he begged for it, begged me to touch him until he was changed. It wasn’t me—Jane Silverlake—he desired. He wanted the Empyrean, that improbable paradise, and I was its doorway. By the end, Nathan was no longer the boy we had adventures with on the Heath nor the young man who went to war in the Crimea. He grew to be half a human being and half some ancient and unnamed thing, and despite my warnings, we were all pulled into his hell, as if by the swift currents of an unseen river.


I can see the three of us there in the Roman ruin of my father’s garden. It was a warm day in spring, two months before Nathan’s disappearance, and looking back, I realize he was already beginning to lose himself. The ruin was a folly, meant to resemble the baths of Emperor Diocletian, and the broken gods of Rome stared down at us from their high pedestals—regal Apollo with hands and forearms missing and Venus with her face nearly worn away. Maddy and I sat together on the cool terrazzo near the sunken bath, our skirts pooled around us. We were the same age, not yet two and twenty. Maddy tended to be bold where I was circumspect, yet we shared a common affection for Nathan Ashe. He was a year older—aristocratic and lissome—and most importantly, he treated us as something more than girls. The three of us had been friends for years—taking restorative walks on the Heath and making our discussions in the garden. When Nathan began to change, everything was thrown off balance. We lost our careful orbits and began to fall.


In her lap, Maddy held a bouquet of purple comfrey she’d gathered from the outlying wilds. Her dress was a pale yellow with lovely white fox fur trim at the collar. Even her buttons were elegant—carved from ivory. I felt insubstantial beside her, wearing my fawn-colored linen gown and dark sash. A passing stranger might have mistaken me for Maddy’s servant or perhaps even a chaperone, present only to ensure nothing untoward happened between the lady and the young man. It’s difficult to even picture myself in those days—a mere girl in a plain dress, filled up with longings for things I could never have.


Nathan stood near the cracked bathing pool, which was littered with the remains of winter. Piles of decaying leaves and odd bits of bramble obscured the painted tiles. A lantern casing had fallen into the pool, and Nathan attempted to fish it out, using the tip of his cane. He’d only recently returned to us from the war in Crimea and still sported the red uniform and high jackboots of the Queen’s Guard. I could not help but admire his lithe figure as he strained to reach the lantern. He looked every bit the noble son of Lord William Ashe, famed arbiter in parliament, though Nathan was set to prove he did not share his father’s appreciation for power—at least not the traditional variety.


Crimea had clearly changed him, fraying some indispensable part of his consciousness. Since his discharge, Nathan had become involved with what amounted to a cult in Southwark, a gathering of the wealthy sons of London’s elite. These lost boys met in the chambers beneath a broken pleasure dome called the Temple of the Lamb, where they were instructed by their spiritual leader, Ariston Day. Day was a foreigner who’d recently appeared on the London scene with all manner of arcane philosophies in tow, and his Temple was our topic that afternoon in the garden.


Miss Anne, Father’s servant, brought a steaming pot of Indian tea from the house, but none of us touched it. Maddy and I were too caught up in our concern, and Nathan was oblivious to simple refreshments. As he worked to rescue the stray lantern, he described to us, for the first time, how he wanted to live upon the bedrock of the earth—this being Ariston Day’s own mantra. “Reaching a spiritual bedrock is the hidden enterprise,” Nathan said, a faint breeze playing at his auburn hair. “It’s the secret tract to all the world’s religions.”


Maddy lowered her head, running her fingers over her fox fur collar. Her rosy lips and large expressive eyes appeared less vibrant than usual. “I’m not sure I understand your sudden interest in these foolish ideas,” she said.


“It’s not meant for you to understand—not yet, at least,” he replied. “And the ideas aren’t foolish, Maddy. Living on the bedrock elicits a state like death—a perfect state, which is, in fact, eternal life. We can all attain such an existence if we find the right path.”


“So you’re looking for death?” Maddy asked. “Your adventures in Southwark have turned you morbid, Mr. Ashe.”


“Not actual death,” he said. “A state like death.”


“Those are Ariston Day’s words, not your own,” she replied. “It’s not a Temple he’s created down there. It’s—I don’t even know what to call it—a pit where good people get lost.”


Nathan finally succeeded in hooking the tip of his cane through the loop atop the brass casing of the lantern. He slowly pulled the rusted thing free from the bramble and deposited it neatly at his feet, looking proud, as though he’d accomplished something of merit. “Your father really should have this place cleaned up, Jane,” he said. “It’s one thing to have a folly and quite another to make your guests feel as though all of Rome is going to come toppling down on their heads.”


“Father is—distracted,” I said. This was of course an understatement, as both Nathan and Maddy were well aware. My father had cut our family off from London’s social line after the death of my mother, years before, and I’d been largely a recluse in our decaying house until my friends came into my life.


Forked shadows of oak branches creased the brows of the stone gods that surrounded us, mirroring the troubled look on Maddy’s face. She said, “Why don’t you return to telling us how you’re going to avoid getting yourself murdered down there in wretched Southwark, Nathan?” I could see she wasn’t going to give up on her inquisition of him, and though I took exception to her willful approach, I agreed with her intent. I wanted to know more about Nathan’s experiences at the Temple as well. He’d always had an interest in spiritism, ethereal planes, and the like—such curiosity being provoked by his mother’s frequent séances and my own unnatural abilities, which I’d shared with him. But joining Ariston Day and the other young men at the Temple of the Lamb revealed a far more serious commitment. I couldn’t comprehend Nathan’s talk about the spiritual bedrock any more than Maddy, but I knew from firsthand experience how easily our Nathan could be affected by the promise of transcendence.


“I wouldn’t expect any response from you other than dismay, Maddy,” Nathan said. “You’re afraid of every little thing. If we’re being honest, you’re even afraid of Jane.”


“I am not,” she said. “Jane, you don’t think I’m afraid of you, do you?”


I smiled at her, letting her know things were fine between us. “You have your moments, dear.”


She laid the bouquet of wildflowers on the stone floor of the ruin and looked sternly at Nathan. “I think fear is an absolutely appropriate response to Ariston Day. Since you’ve been crossing Blackfriars Bridge you’ve changed, Nathan. And not for the better. Now comes all this talk of death.”


“I merely know my purpose,” Nathan said.


“What is your purpose?” Maddy asked. “Define it. Stop being so cryptic.”


“You know I can’t do that,” he said, then looked to me. “Jane, why don’t you speak up? Talk some sense into Maddy.”


I found I couldn’t respond. When the two of them argued, I became even more timid. Maddy said my quiet manner made me generally less attractive and was sometimes even off-putting. “Girls should be demure, Jane,” she advised, “but there are times when I see you from across a room, and I think you might have turned to stone. I’m loath to sound conventional, but we must at least sometimes consider how we are perceived by prospective suitors.”


Such concerns as my comportment had gone by the wayside when Nathan’s involvement with the Temple came to our attention. Maddy and I were privy to precious few details about Ariston Day and his rituals, but as far as I could gather, Day was a charismatic who spouted half-formed theories about a return to the original Paradise—his so-called bedrock—that lay beneath the scrim of common reality. He promised his followers that if they continued to provide support, he would help them find the entrance to that Paradise. Day was a dangerous creature, the type of worm who worked his way into minds already weakened by boredom and alcohol, and I worried that his hold on Nathan was only growing stronger.


“Wouldn’t it be better to simply live freely,” I suggested to Nathan finally, “away from any sort of rocks?” I tended to side with Maddy in our discussions, as solidarity put her at ease.


Nathan came closer and took my hand. I found his touch all too hot, and he smelled of the awful glue factory near the Temple of the Lamb. “We are free,” he said. “But with the help of Ariston Day, we could be so much more. We could find the bedrock and live together like this—the three of us—forever. Jane, I tell you, Day would be fascinated by all the things you can do, your secret talents. I believe he could even help us achieve the Empyrean.”


I pulled my hand away. “I don’t want to start talking about the Empyrean again.”


“Please, let’s not,” Maddy said. There was fear in her voice, real fear. Nathan was right; my closest friend, more often than not, found me unnerving.


“That business is finished,” I said. “It has to be.”


“I’m only saying that Ariston Day might be able to help you, Jane,” Nathan said. “He knows so many things.”


“I’m sure I’ll be fine without his help.”


Nathan released my hand and walked toward the edge of the folly, pausing to look toward the southern woods. Afternoon was quickly slipping into evening, and the whole sky had turned the color of granite. I closed my eyes and listened to the wind stir the branches of the budding oaks, trying to calm myself. Beneath the blossoms of spring, I could still smell winter. Nathan would not be deterred. Soon he’d insist on experimenting with the Empyrean again, and I wondered if I’d let him.


We’d previously put our explorations aside after the terrible events that occurred before Nathan left for the Crimea—events that had changed us all. I certainly didn’t want the likes of Ariston Day probing those memories, nor did I like it when Nathan talked about my abilities in the presence of Maddy. She was apt to start calling me a witch again. There’d been a time, shortly after I’d revealed my talent to them, when Maddy carried the Malleus Maleficarum, a hoary medieval text otherwise known as the “Hammer of Witches,” that was meant to help inquisitors suss out and dispose of so-called unnaturals. When I told her I took offense, she replied that the book had nothing to do with me or my “afflictions.” Rather, it was research for a series of historical daguerreotypes she intended to make. I wasn’t certain about Maddy’s explanation. For weeks after her initial experience with my talent, she’d adopted an air of mistrust in my presence. I didn’t think she wanted to go as far as tying me to a stake, though the looks she gave me were, at times, as searing as any fire.


It was clear that both of my friends misunderstood me. I wasn’t a witch meant for burning, nor was I precisely the doorway Nathan imagined. I had no lock that could be picked. If anything, I was the landscape behind the door, and even on that day in the ruin, I was still only beginning to comprehend my own flora and fauna.


“We should go for a walk on the Heath,” I said quietly. “It might clear our heads.”


“Jane’s right,” Maddy said. “Let’s forget all this business about Ariston Day—at least for a while.”


“I don’t want to walk,” Nathan said. He took a cigarette from the silver case he kept in his uniform jacket. “I’m sorry, girls. Maybe another time.” He struck a match on Mercury’s pedestal and lit the cigarette while gazing out across the unkempt garden. The more time Nathan spent at the Temple of the Lamb, the quicker he slipped into such bouts of melancholy. There was nothing Maddy or I could do to wrest him from these moods, so we fell silent there among the broken gods.


The Heath remained a memory of younger days when our friendship was still elegant—not yet fettered by jealousies or thoughts of unnatural forces. The three of us had forged our bond walking those houseless heights beneath the great marble skies, watching storm-dark clouds cast shadows on the tall grass. We passed through forests of hawthorn and birch that rose above purple bogs and walked fields lush with wild iris and lavender. Hampstead Heath was like a chapel, serene and godly, and I loved the feeling of the wind burning my cheeks as it swept down over the hills. When I walked there, I felt the poetry of Keats and Coleridge clinging to its winding paths. But such poetry was nothing compared to the presence of my friends. Our walks provided a sense of stability and comfort that I hadn’t felt since before my mother died. When I was with Maddy and Nathan, I was no longer the lonesome girl lurking in shadows. Instead, I imagined I belonged. I could laugh and even felt that I might one day fall in love.


It was Maddy who’d rescued me from obscurity. Her family had been driven from central London, where they’d lived in the fashionable area of Mayfair, and they settled at the edge of Hampstead Heath not far from where I lived. She accompanied her father on his first visit to our home, called Stoke Morrow, as he sought legal advice from my own father. I remember watching Maddy from the dark recesses of the stairwell on that long-ago day. She was a petite girl in a honey-colored dress with an impressively complicated braid in her hair. To others, she appeared to be a displaced society girl, charming and quick with wit, but I would come to know her secret life. Her beauty was of her own invention. She drank a glass of vinegar mixed with honey once a week to banish the color from her skin and darkened her hair to a near black with silver nitrate from her father’s daguerreotype studio. Her wish was to become the opposite of all the simple, sunny girls who’d rejected her after her father was ousted from the London Society of Art for a series of unsavory daguerreotypes. Perhaps this will toward difference was why she chose me as her friend. I was as far from a society girl as one could get.


She’d moved about our foyer slowly, studying Father’s collection of oil paintings—all of them odd and varied depictions of the Holy Ghost. To me, she seemed impossibly fresh and alive, and I held my breath, not wanting to hear her scream if she mistook me for a spirit. But when her gaze finally fell upon me, Maddy did not seem taken aback. Her features softened, and rather than moving away, she stepped toward me. The smell of lilacs that wafted from her made me realize all the more how much I smelled like dust.


It was later, as we walked in the garden, that Maddy said something marvelous; she declared that we were going to be companions. “We’re so clearly meant for that,” she said. “Both of us are all alone out here in this wilderness. I had so many friends in the city, Jane, but out here, well, out here there’s only you.”


I wondered if I detected a slight bitterness in her voice, and I considered, for a moment, whether Madeline Lee might feel that she was “settling.” In all honesty, I didn’t care. I’d never had a proper friend before. I’d never even imagined that I could have one, and I wasn’t going to lose my chance. Though we were only fifteen at the time, Maddy seemed a woman of the world, and I could think of nothing finer than remaining constantly in her presence.


Nathan Ashe joined our little group soon after, a graceful creature of myth who’d ventured out of the tangled woods. He was a wealthy boy with manners such as I had never seen who played equally at games of war and more mystical enterprises. It was Maddy who pulled him in. She was charming where I was not. She was the one who first invited Nathan to take a walk with us on the Heath, where he lived in a great Tudor mansion, called Ashe High House. To my astonishment, Nathan took a liking to both of us and even began visiting Stoke Morrow of his own accord. After our first charmed walk together, I never wanted to be lonely Jane Silverlake lost in her manor house again. I wanted to be always with my new friends. I imagined that the three of us might even make a little cottage of our own one day in the hills beyond the Heath. Nathan would hunt and Maddy and I would make a garden. We’d have everything we needed.


Such memories of my naïveté are painful even now.


•   •   •


Nathan left us there in the ruin that spring evening after our discussion of Ariston Day’s Temple, cigarette smoke trailing behind him as he made his way toward the path that led through the southern woods. I followed him with my gaze for as long as I could, watching as his red uniform coat dimmed and finally disappeared in the shadows of the trees. The air was becoming cool as dew set in, and I felt my consciousness drifting, mingling with the old gods. I wondered about Nathan and the trouble he was involving himself in at the Temple of the Lamb. I wondered about Maddy too—what would become of her should anything happen to him?


“We have to do something, Jane,” she said quietly behind me. There was a new desperation in her voice.


“What do you suggest?” I asked.


“Is tying him to a heavy piece of furniture out of the question?”


I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath of spring air. “I don’t know, Maddy,” I said finally. “Do you really think we could catch him?”





CHAPTER 2
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In the weeks after Nathan disappeared from the Temple of the Lamb, Maddy fell into a depression, and I became lost in a state of strife unlike any I’d ever known. My uncanny talent, which had possessed me since my mother’s death, was stirred into a frenzy. I experienced odd sensations at every turn, and no matter how much concentration I applied, I could not quell the clamoring. Maddy and I no longer took pleasure in walking the bright arcades at Regent Street, arms linked and skirts rustling. No longer did we enjoy the yellow warmth of shop windows or the shining surfaces of black carriages as they passed by on fog-damp streets. Everywhere, we heard the desperate nature of Nathan’s case, and we wondered what we might have done to save him.


Maddy couldn’t make it any farther than Shaftsbury one dark afternoon as we attempted a stroll through fashionable St. Giles. Cinders rained from a darkening sky, and newsboys, caked in brick-colored mud, chanted their terrible mass: two weeks out and still no sign—Inspector Vidocq confounded—Is Nathan Ashe in the river?—Will it be murder in Southwark? We were near the poulter’s stalls, where plucked chickens were displayed on benches, smooth flesh glowing beneath flaring jets of gas. We’d intended to visit the shop called Indigo to see a line of afternoon dresses known as the New Transcendent, a title that brought to mind shimmering gauze and a profusion of blossoms, which Maddy, at one time, wouldn’t have dared to miss. She leaned against the filthy wheel of a cart selling oranges and pomegranates while the fruit monger, a man with boils, leered at her. “Make the newsboys stop, Jane,” she said. “I can’t hear any more about poor Nathan.”


I glared at the nearest boy, a large child in a ruined hat from the previous century. “You’re making my friend sick,” I said. It pleased me to protect Maddy so. In the shadow of a passing hackney-coach, the newsboy’s face became a dark idol, impenetrable and streaked with ages of dirt. His mouth opened, and though I couldn’t hear his reply over the clatter of the coach, I could feel its meaning. Two weeks out and no sign: Nathan Ashe, our dearest friend, was likely dead or worse.


Though Nathan had become a figure of questionable character due to his affiliations with the Temple, the mystery of his disappearance was something of a local sensation because of his father’s prominence. Men discussed the case in such establishments as The Unicorn, a weather-stained coffee house where Nathan himself had once spent hours alone, smoking and pretending to contemplate the pastorals of Barrett Browning. These idle men drank black Italian coffee from bone china cups and sifted through discrepancies that might prove to be clues. Why, for instance, hadn’t Nathan taken a pint at his regular spot, the Silver Horne, before going to the Temple of the Lamb on the evening of his disappearance? And why was he seen with a male nymph in Southwark—a petite and foreign-looking youth?


Outside the coffee house, rent girls and other lowborn ephemera regarded the details of Nathan’s face inked on posters that fluttered from black iron lampposts—his high pale cheekbones, architectural brow, and eyes that seemed, even on paper, like holes that lead to a system of tunnels in the earth. Nathan Ashe was becoming more myth than man, and everyone in London was touching him, running their fingers over the contours of his absent body. They knew his list of qualities. He was the well-born son of Lord William Ashe. He’d been a soldier in Lord Wellington’s brigade in the Crimea and was adept at archery and fond of pistols. He possessed a kind of ethereal Saxon beauty, and when he entered a room, those present—no matter how they felt about him socially—paused to admire his stature. Nathan disliked the law and abhorred his father’s House of Lords. He was a free spirit who read poetry and, on more than one occasion, was found curled on a doorstep after a drunken night at the Silver Horne. But none who could make such a list knew the true Nathan Ashe that Maddy and I came to know. He was filled with the sort of fret and despair that needed tending. At the same time, he acted as though we were his equals, taking us on adventures most would have considered too dangerous for young women. We were the ones who truly loved him, and yet we too were left without him.


•   •   •


After Maddy had composed herself at the fruit cart near Shaftsbury, we managed to continue our walk, passing dress shops and smoking salons in St. Giles with barely a glance as we attempted to avoid coming within earshot of another newsboy. We ducked into one of Maddy’s favorite tea shops, the Queen’s Host, a setting that normally provided quiet respite in the busy shopping district. The interior was decked in white Italian marble and gold trim. China cabinets lined the wall, displaying saucers and cups painted with scenes of waterfalls and gilded pine forests. Maddy had great appreciation for the linen-clothed tables that were placed at discreet distances, so one could keep conversations private.


Only a handful of customers were in the Queen’s Host that day, and there, sitting near the window over an untouched cup of Darjeeling, was Pascal Paget, Maddy’s French ward. Though younger by a few years, Pascal had become a kind of confidant for Nathan, Maddy, and me. She tensed at the sight of him now though, as recent events had altered her opinion of him. “Did you know he would be here, Jane?” she asked.


“Of course not,” I said.


“I want to leave.”


“You can’t keep avoiding him,” I said. “We’ll go and say hello.” I gave her a slight push to start her moving across the white marble floor.


The story of their friendship and Pascal’s eventual dependence on Maddy for both room and board was straightforward enough. Maddy first made his acquaintance outside a small French-style café near Charing Cross. He’d been using a piece of charcoal to draw a picture of a street in the walled city of Nimes where white chickens wandered on cobblestone and irises made silent observance from tilted window boxes. She’d found his long artist’s hair and wistful manner so picturesque she simply had to stop and speak with him.


One of Maddy’s greatest gifts was that she could seemingly extract the heart and history of a common stranger using only a modicum of effort. People often lost their guard in the beguilement of her presence and spilled forth stories that they would have hesitated to tell even a boon companion. Pascal was no exception, and soon enough, Maddy was sitting next to him at his easel, and he was telling her how he’d lost his love in France and had come to London in order to find the boy again.


Maddy prided herself in being as progressive as her father, and she acted as if it didn’t surprise her that Pascal’s interest d’amore was a young man instead of a young woman. She elegantly crossed her legs at the ankle, took a sip of her demitasse, and told him in no uncertain terms that he must tell her everything.


Pascal had met his beloved friend, Alexander Hartford, at the Musée du Vieux in the French city of Nimes. Alexander was a student from America, son of a wealthy shipping magnate, who was making a study of medieval art as a way toward earning his degree. The boys struck up a conversation in front of a painting called Sleep and Death in which two dark-haired youths lay on a bed, entangled in each other’s arms. Sheets were twisted into a hectic landscape, and the figures in the painting appeared as though they were not brothers, as stated in the myth, but lovers.


“Isn’t it interesting that we supposed Christians are often drawn to pagan imagery?” Alexander said to Pascal. “It seems that a showing of a god—any god—will stimulate.”


“What sort of stimulation should this produce?” Pascal asked, pointing toward the painting of Sleep and Death.


“That depends on your disposition, I suppose,” Alexander said.


Pascal gave him a sheepish smile. “Sleep and Death appeal to me greatly.”


“Which of them do you imagine yourself to be?” Alexander asked, trying for an academic tone and drawing closer to Pascal in the process.


The French boy took a moment to look at the two shirtless youths in their frenzy of bedclothes. “I’m not sure. They seem very much alike—nearly twins.”


“You must be Sleep, then,” Alexander said. “Sleep is, at times, indecisive. Death, however, always knows his aim and purpose.”


During the days that followed, the boys became fast friends, and a feeling rose between them, the sort of emotion that triumphs over dust. They walked arm in arm down the narrow streets of Nimes, drinking red wine in midnight cafés, and spending nights together in small, rented rooms, reenacting the scene of Sleep and Death. What came between them was Ariston Day himself. Alexander found a pamphlet, tucked into a street corner kiosk, promising enlightenment. The pamphlet called for young men of intelligence and means to come to London and gather at a hall called the Temple of the Lamb, where a great man would provide means to experience what they’d only heard about in myth. “The winds of the cosmos will blow through your very soul,” the pamphlet read. “And your heart will become the gateway to a new Paradise.” As a student of theology, Alexander found he could not resist such a calling; he came to the Temple to see if true enlightenment could be achieved, and Pascal followed him there to London, hoping to rekindle what they’d once had. He was, in fact, the puckish nymph mentioned as being seen with Nathan in Southwark on the night of the disappearance.


•   •   •


After the formalities of greeting in the Queen’s Host, Pascal ventured, once again, into the story of Nathan’s final night. He seemed to believe that the very act of repeating the tale provided penance for his imagined sins. I tried to signal him with my eyes that it was an inopportune moment to tell the story, with Maddy in such a fragile state, but Pascal was too agitated to pay me any mind.


“How do I explain it in English?” he said, searching the room, never looking at us directly. “I feel I am en purgatoire, going over that night in my mind, wondering what I might have done differently.” He adjusted the cuff of his plum-colored suit—a brazen garment brought from France where, he assured us, everyone believed meringue and alabaster were colors of a hopeful future. Pascal had a lovely face, so delicate and soft that I found myself often wanting to touch his cheek and offer kindness.


“Master Nathan was behaving so strangely,” Pascal continued. “He was complaining that his hand had gone numb and then his leg, so I decided to remain at his side. But just before whatever theatrical event they had planned for the evening was about to commence, I was escorted out of the Temple by two rough boys—two savages—who said it had been decreed that I didn’t have what it took to be a Fetch. I was no longer welcome.”


“Fetches,” Maddy said, the flesh around her eyes red from her tears. “I don’t think I can hear another word about them.”


Fetches were what the followers of Ariston Day called themselves, a name that I gathered alluded to a double-self or doppelgänger. Nathan had been a Fetch since his return from the Crimean War.


Pascal said, “It doesn’t matter what you call them, mademoiselle. It’s all a foolish game. I tried to get the attention of Alexander as I was being dragged out, but he wouldn’t come to my aid. He’s become so brutish, like all the rest of them. And then I looked for Nathan, and he was nowhere to be found. Soon enough I was on the street, staring up at the plume of yellow smoke rising from the awful Southwark glue factory and wondering how I would get home to Hampstead.”


Pascal seemed so small and helpless there in the busy tea shop. He had the dark appearance of the French, black hair and shadowed eyes, and he smelled of the wilting chrysanthemum he wore in his lapel. His hands, clasped and resting on the table, looked as though they were made of fragile porcelain.


“Nathan has a way of escaping when he wants to,” I said, attempting comfort. “It isn’t your fault, Pascal dear.”


“Don’t defend him, Jane,” Maddy snapped. Her face was drawn, and her dark hair was wound tightly in a braided bun, a glittering pin stabbed through its center. “If Pascal and his beloved Alexander hadn’t dragged Nathan down to Southwark in the first place—if they hadn’t indoctrinated him into that unholy theater, that cult—then we’d all be here, safe.”


Pascal nearly crumbled at her words. As for a rebuttal, he could only muster, “Alexander is not my beloved. He will no longer even speak to me. He says if I cannot be a Fetch with him, he has no use for me.”


I was particularly sensitive when it came to Alexander Hartford, as I knew how much Pascal cared for him. “Alexander will come around,” I said. “And Nathan is his own man. These were all his choices. We shall simply have to wait for news.”


My calm was a facade that I feared would crack at the slightest jarring. I was, perhaps, more worried about Nathan than anyone else because I knew the extent to which our experiments with my abilities had exposed him to unnatural forces, making him susceptible to their influences. I felt nearly as culpable as Ariston Day for leading him astray. And then there was also the last terrible evening Nathan spent with Maddy and me. So much had happened there in the southern woods on that final night. I only half-remembered most of those events, and I wasn’t ready to consider my own actions. Not yet.


I ordered a cup of Chinese tea for Maddy and me, to soothe our nerves. When the host returned, she brought not only the tea but also a newspaper neatly folded on a tray. Pascal had apparently requested the paper before our arrival. It seemed even in the Queen’s Host, Maddy and I couldn’t escape the tangle of London ink. At least the paper was the Herald, which primarily printed the truth about Nathan’s case. The Magnet and the Athenaeum, two lesser rags, claimed to provide interviews with so called intimates, though most such interviews proved to be creative pieces of fiction. Nathan had very few intimates, after all. His disposition prevented such things. The Herald came closest to fact, describing fragmentary reports of the events leading up to Nathan’s disappearance.


Night workers from the Southwark glue factory gave testimony as to having seen Nathan Ashe enter the Temple of the Lamb on the evening of June 16, but none could likewise attest to seeing him leave. The Temple, as the Herald reported, was a defunct pleasure dome on the docks of the Thames and home to a sprawling, disreputable tavern as well as a recently born sect known as the Theater of Provocation. Little was understood about this “theater” other than that it was open only to select members, and its proprietor, Ariston Day, was fond of pulling the rebellious sons of wealthy and prominent families into his fold. It was there that Day showed them what one of the youths described as “new geometries with which to measure the earth.”


These young men, like Nathan, wanted to dissolve their bond to tradition and the confines of rational human experience. Mr. Day reportedly had interests in dream theory as well as what was being called “immersive reality,” in which a subject’s mind was manipulated in a false environment for the possibility of reaching an ecstatic state, an opening of the soul.


Before Nathan was fully indoctrinated into the theater and began refusing to divulge information about its secret rituals, he told us some of Day’s theories. “Mr. Day says the soul of London is diseased like a body can become diseased, and one day we Fetches will be the ones to heal it.”


“That sounds rather ominous,” Maddy said.


“Not at all,” Nathan replied. “It’s a pure thought—maybe the only pure thought in the whole city.”


“How does one go about curing a city?” I asked.


Nathan smiled the big rakish smile I was accustomed to, but there was something different this time, as if an edge had broken off of it. “The only way to cure a city,” he said, “is to make it stop being a city.”


“And what do you expect that to look like?” Maddy asked.


“A garden,” Nathan said, “untouched by human hands.”


Beyond descriptions of Nathan’s final evening, the Herald also reported the details of the search through the slums of Southwark conducted by the aging Inspector Vidocq, cofounder of Scotland Yard and famed model for the rational detective in the stories of the American writer Edgar Allan Poe. Vidocq, a dominating presence and an old friend of Nathan’s father, Lord William Ashe, had come out of retirement to pursue the case. Before leaving his home in Paris, he was said to have gone to the nave of Saint-Denys du Saint-Sacrement and prayed to St. Simeon, patron of detectives, for strength and wisdom. But when he’d arrived in London he found himself shaken by our Babylon. Our city proved a language untranslatable.


Reporters documented Vidocq’s comings and goings across the city as he questioned owners of pubs and shops. He was said to be surprisingly broad shouldered for one so old and wore a black coat and a dark hat, not adhering to the frivolous styles of France that Pascal described. His face was graven and white, and he had nearly colorless eyes. His air was of one who gazed at life through a lens of death, and Maddy told me we needed to take care, lest he discover the secret compartments in Nathan’s character. She was adamant that only she and I should know the true Nathan. As always, it seemed she wanted to keep our boy’s heart in a treasury box, untouched and free from harm.


•   •   •


We were halfway through tea at the Queen’s Host when Maddy announced abruptly that she needed to leave. She seemed panicked, almost knocking her cup from its saucer as she stood. I glanced around the room, hoping to discover what had disturbed her but found nothing out of the ordinary.


“What is it, Maddy?” I asked in a low voice.


She could barely look at me. “It’s difficult to explain. I can’t keep my memories in check. The past has come untethered from its moorings and floats into view at unpredictable moments. I suddenly remembered sitting here at this very table with you and Nathan. We’d been to the Zoological Garden in Regent’s Park to see the new hippopotamus on display. Do you recall that day, Jane?”


“Of course,” I said.


“We watched the zookeeper feed porridge to the hippo with a tiny spoon. Nathan adored the hippo. He was going to ask if he might be permitted to feed it himself on our next visit, and I made some joke at his expense and—” There were tears in her eyes. “Can you ride back to the Heath with your father, Jane?” she asked. “He’s still at his offices, isn’t he? I’m afraid—I’m afraid I need to be alone.”


“Of course,” I said. “I’ll see you tomorrow. I’ll help you write a few correspondences.”


Pascal stood as she left, making a polite half-bow. When she was gone, he resumed his seat and took a quiet sip of tea. “Mademoiselle hates me,” he said. “She thinks all of this is my fault.”


“Rest assured it’s not,” I said.


“Then who is to blame? What possibly could have happened to Master Nathan?”


I shook my head and looked at the wilted black tea leaves at the bottom of my bone-colored cup, as if they might provide an answer.


“There’s something I need to tell you, Jane,” Pascal said. “Something I’ve remembered in my sifting through that evening’s events. I didn’t want to say anything in front of Madeline because I thought it might disturb her.”


“Then why tell me?”


“Because you don’t shy away from strange things,” he said. “One might even say they are part of your nature.”


I sighed. Though Pascal was unaware of my particular abilities, the boy knew me well enough. “Go ahead, then.”


He pushed his tea aside, leaned close, and said, “On the night he disappeared, Nathan told me that Ariston Day had helped him come to some new understanding about a place called the Empyrean.”


“Ariston Day?” I said.


“That’s right. You’ve turned pale, Jane. Is everything all right?”


I assured Pascal I was fine, though I felt anything but. Nathan had told Ariston Day about the Empyrean, even though I’d explicitly asked him not to. I did not want my secrets exposed. I felt hurt, but more than that I felt afraid—for reasons I didn’t fully understand.


“Please continue,” I said, trying to mask my emotions.


“I’d never heard him talk about it before,” Pascal said, “but that night, Nathan said the word with such reverence—Empyrean—as if it was a holy place. When I asked him to tell me more, he became guarded. He said one day I would understand the importance of the Empyrean. We all would. That’s what Ariston Day claimed, at least. And then he left me, following the other Fetches deeper into the chambers beneath the Temple. Do you know what he meant, Jane? It’s a religious term, isn’t it? Something from the Middle Ages? I know I’ve heard it before.”


“Pascal, I—”


“The priest at my parents’ church used to lecture about the old customs and beliefs. I think he might have mentioned that word.”


I steadied myself, looking directly into Pascal’s dark eyes. I could hear Nathan’s voice in my head, solemnly listing the seven levels of the medieval Heaven as he attempted to explain my talent: “There’s the Faerie, Ethereal, Olympian, Fiery, Firmament, Aqueous, and most importantly, the Empyrean, Jane. That’s where the saints and the angels are said to live. A place of purity and stillness.” I told him I didn’t care for such cosmologies. They were nothing more than children’s stories. But Nathan persisted. “You’re hedging, Jane. You believe in all this more than you let on. You have to. You’ve seen it.”


I pulled myself away from that memory and directed my attention again toward Pascal. “Nathan said so many odd things before he disappeared. I’m sure he was merely spouting more of Day’s rubbish.” I lied because telling the truth would make things worse for Pascal. Knowledge of the Empyrean spread through one’s body like an infection. I didn’t want that for him. In many ways, Pascal was like a child to us. We all did our best to take care of him because he was alone in London, and Alexander had broken his heart.


After Pascal’s mention of the Empyrean, I found I couldn’t continue to sit in the Queen’s Host and act like everything was fine. I excused myself, saying I had to catch my father before he left his offices.


“You aren’t angry with me too, are you, Jane?” he asked.


“Never, dear,” I said.


By the time I opened the tea shop door to leave, I could barely breathe, wondering why on earth Nathan had been foolish enough to divulge our secrets to Day. Nathan was so unpredictable near the end. I wondered too who else he’d told. Perhaps it was due to my distracted state there on the doorstep of the Queen’s Host that I did not shun the newsboy who approached me. He was small and filthy haired, and he rudely shoved an equally filthy newspaper into my hands. It was a copy of the Illustrated Penny, the worst of the rags, and rather than push back, I paid him and opened its pages.


The Penny was printed for illiterates and told the news entirely in pictures. In this particular issue, a series of images purported to show the last moments before Nathan’s disappearance. Thick ink lines conjured the sullen streets of Southwark and the domed turrets at the Temple of the Lamb. In the first frame, Nathan bid farewell to a group of nefarious-looking young men, presumably the Fetches of Ariston Day. Hollow-cheeked and grim, the boys made knowing expressions as they watched Nathan stumble down the empty cobblestone. The smoke from the glue factory consumed him, turning him into a living shadow.


He passed through pools of gaslight, moving toward the Thames, which appeared as a black vein in the landscape. Nathan seemed drunk or otherwise of altered consciousness, leaning too heavily on his walking stick. He paused at a railing above the water to check his clock. In doing so, he lost his footing.


His expression as he fell toward the rushing current of the Thames was exaggerated—mouth a wide zero, eyes flat circles, and yet the artist captured enough of the actual sharp edges of Nathan Ashe to make my heart quicken.


Nathan’s body was tossed along in the inky depths, sweeping past ancient debris long sunk in the river. The artifacts were nothing more than a scribble on the page, but I found my imagination presenting me with specific objects over which Nathan floated—the smooth head of a Roman god, a medieval cross burned in the great London fire, a carriage wheel, a coin box, an ax handle, and a rotted psalter with pages open and undulating. Soon, in my mind, the objects became fabled things lost beneath the waters: whole sunken Saxon villages, forests lying flat, a phalanx of dead Roman soldiers still in armor. There were even the bones of a monster. Nathan floated gently through its rib cage, and shadows of bone caressed him.


The next image was sun-washed and showed Nathan limp and soaking on a wooded shore. He was nowhere near London. The Thames had carried him to some outer environ, but this was not Dartford or even Gravesend. This was a place of fernlike trees and massive erect stones.


Faces hovered among the tree trunks—not precisely human, as their eyes were too large and their mouths were lipless and cruel. The creatures regarded him with desire. It was clear he could not escape them. There was nowhere to go. And so Nathan crouched on the beach, waiting as the creatures disgorged themselves from their hiding places.


I closed the newspaper but could not force the image from my mind—beautiful Nathan in his French-cut suit, set upon by beasts. What they wanted from him, I didn’t know. But certainly they would take him.


I touched my own face, felt the coolness of my cheek. I’d shed no tears, standing there at the entrance to the Queen’s Host. Instead, my expression had hardened with worry. The fantasy in the Penny was not beyond my imagining. I was concerned, in fact, that such a scene might be closer to the truth than the illustrators could possibly know.


Only Nathan and Maddy knew my secret. I was familiar with realms of the unnatural, for I myself was an unnatural. Not a monster in appearance; I looked like other young women, though perhaps not as primped and manicured. But I wasn’t the same as other girls. My friends believed I was sick or gifted. Either way, I was unfortunate. Something entirely new upon the earth.





CHAPTER 3



[image: images]


I should take a moment to explain myself and the beginnings of what Nathan called my “talent” and others, my “disease.” I must start with my mother, as her death was the measure of my loss and the origin of my strangeness. I was only six when the earth took her on the Heath near Parliament Hill. On that day, she’d been walking along an outcropping of shale that had deep fissures in the stone. Her dogs had wandered there to hunt for voles and snakes, and she followed, pulling her cloak against the chill of the morning, careful to avoid stepping in the black fissures. The sky was a pall of white, and beyond the shale, grass shifted, as if moved by some unseen body. Mother told me she’d attempted to distract herself from the eerie scene by making lists of flowers she’d seen on the Heath: maiden pink and feverfew, harebell and yarrow. She’d made a list of guests she wanted to invite to the festival of St. Dunstan’s Day and imagined ink drawings of their likenesses decorating the invitations. Soon each guest had a flower for a face. Her cousin was a marigold; her aunt, a death lily; and my father was the red bloom of the pomegranate tree.


She was pulled from these reveries by a sound rising from the fissures in the earth, an old voice trying to sing, and there was a smell that she later described as the cloyingly sweet scent of another world. The sweetness made her feel heavy, as if she were sinking into the stone, and when the dogs grew weak, Mother knew she had to gather herself. She carried the vizsla back to Stoke Morrow with the spitz lagging behind, and eventually she fell to her knees in the foyer, putting her face on the cool flagstone, calling for Father.


I stood in the entryway and watched as he took her into his arms, as if her body had no weight. He brought her to the sofa in the Clock Parlor, where his collection of some twenty clocks kept time. I followed, hovering near Father’s side as he covered Mother with a quilt, watching as her skin turned a terrible shade of cornflower. When she began raving, she told us the fissures in the earth had stony teeth. These deep holes had been looking to devour her, she said.


The expression on Father’s face went from confusion to alarm as he realized his wife had lost her sense. Before he could take me to the maids, Mother grabbed my wrist so tightly it hurt.


“Jane,” she said. “Come close now.” She drew me forward until my face was nearly touching her own. This gesture was as much a surprise as anything, because Mother was known for keeping herself at some remove. In many ways, she was a mystery, rarely showing emotion and never coming close.


There in the parlor, I could smell the earthiness of her breath as she told me that a part of her remained in the stomach of the stone out in the field of shale. There was a world down there that wasn’t anything like ours, and she was damned for seeing that place.


I kissed her cold hand and held back tears. I wanted to beg her to stop talking, but she was my mother, and I knew I had to listen. I let myself weep beside her as she repeated over and over again that I must never be swallowed and that there were two worlds. I must be vigilant to ensure I remained in this one. Going to the other world would be the end of me.


I made no sense of her warning. I knew only that a woman could leave the house her normal self and then return a few hours later a lunatic. The earth must have been a cold king to do a thing like that.


Mother resumed an expression of clarity shortly before I was led away. She looked into my eyes and said, “Has the Lady of Flowers come for me, Jane? Do you see her at the door?”


I turned toward the parlor door and saw no one. “Who is the Lady of Flowers?” I asked.


Mother barely had enough strength to answer. “She’s there, blooming in the darkness, silent and waiting—”


Before I could ask Mother to explain further, the maids hurried me to my room and gave me a sip of laudanum tea to help me sleep. They tucked me into my feather bed, and I dreamed Mother’s body bloomed with mouths that drifted across the surface of her skin, moving to the vasculations of her heart. I found a garden deep inside her, a second Earth, hoary and white, with trees made of tusk and unmoving streams of bleached paper pulp. Moonlike blossoms glowed in the underbrush. All that whiteness terrified me, as it was the color of absence, the color of abandonment. Even in the dream I knew Mother was leaving me, and I sensed there were creatures waiting among the trees, creatures I could not see. I dreamed of the white forest and the invisible creatures night after night, though I was never able to explore that place, only to look, as if it was a picture painted on the walls of my mind.


•   •   •


A comet appeared in the sky above Stoke Morrow shortly after my mother’s death, and Father took me into the garden to see it. He said the spray of its tail made it look like an Egyptian eye staring down on us, and he told me bitterly that the Egyptians had been correct about their gods. “Gods are animals, Jane. A jackal, a hawk, a common house cat, and like animals, they hunt and sleep and kill, never conscious of their own cruelty.”


And in that moment, I was taken again by a vision of the white forest from my dream. I had a sense that the creatures that waited for me behind the trees were animal in nature, and Father’s statements made me wonder if somehow they might also be gods. I continued to dwell on the image, and though it was clear enough in my mind, I did not know what any of it might mean.


•   •   •


It was my grief and my vision of the pale forest that opened me to what Nathan would later call my “talent.” After the death of my mother, I was changed. I no longer cared for girlish things—my glass house filled with velvet moths or my family of Austrian puppets with amber-colored eyes. I didn’t cry when my father loaded our carriage with both his trunks, intending to leave me in the care of the maids as he embarked on a curative tour of the walled city of Bath. By then, he was already absent, barely acknowledging me when he passed me in the hall. Mother’s death had driven him into a state of willed unconsciousness. The expression on his face said that the universe was not a mystery worth solving. Life was without plot. Better to forget. Better to fall asleep.


As he boarded his carriage for Bath, I stood watching, with my hands folded in front of me like some penitent anchoress, and I was aware that something was happening inside my body. Mother’s death might have driven Father to sleep, but it had the opposite effect on me. For the first time, I felt that I was truly awake. It was as though her passing had torn open the very cells of my body, causing an ache like I’d never known. These cells were now pouring forth some strange material, giving birth to a new Jane Silverlake who I did not yet fully comprehend.


In the days of isolation that followed Father’s departure, I became preoccupied with the changes that were overtaking me. I often felt a subtle pressure building in my chest and caught glimpses of shadows moving at the corners of my vision, but when I turned to look, nothing was there. At the same time that these experiences were occurring, I was thinking a great deal about Mother’s Lady of Flowers, wondering at her identity. I paid special attention to the flowers in Father’s gardens, watching through the rippled window glass of the library to see if the Lady might appear among the roses and daffodils. But no such figure came, and soon enough I grew tired of waiting.


I went to Mother’s dressing room, hoping to find answers there. It was a quiet place with damask drapes drawn to keep the shadows in. I was forbidden to go into the dressing room, not only because Father wanted to preserve it but also because the maids believed the room to be haunted. Miss Herron-Cross herself attested to having seen my dead mother sitting at her mirror glass in a funeral shroud, carefully brushing grave dirt from her black hair. I’d overheard her frightening Miss Anne with the story: “There she sat, our Evelyn, and her eyes were white as bleached stone, and she dragged that brush through her hair that was more like a thicket of crabgrass. The dirt fell on the vanity in bits, making an awful mess. And our lady paid the mess no mind. She went on brushing as though she’d never stop.”
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