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“Hell is empty and all the devils are here.”

— William Shakespeare, The Tempest

 

 




Part One
Farewell Reverend Lovecroft


 




Chapter One
Wherein I Am An Orphan


Brixley, Surrey. November 1906

1

You’ll probably want to know how my father’s murder changed my life and made me an expert cracksman. I don’t much like to talk about it, but then it’s an important story. It’s also a pretty complicated story, and as I look back on things — how I survived some hard times and then found my life’s work — I am struck by the odd twists and turns that finally led me to Special Branch and then on to Paris and the Deuxième Bureau. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Better to start at the sad events that forced me into life on my own.

My father — Reverend Clarence St.-John — was vicar of the small parish of Brixley, in Surrey. He was murdered one evening as he returned from visiting a sick widow in the neighborhood. I think it was thieves who killed him because his silver cross went missing. Still, no one was ever caught as far as I know and so the villains are enjoying whatever they got for the cross. I haven’t forgotten, however, and I have made it one of my life’s goals to find them and then... well, I’ll know what to do when I’ve found them. 

After my father’s funeral, my grandfather made it clear he’d have nothing to do with me. I’ll have more to say about him later also, but for now, you need to know that he hated my father because he married my mother — a woman my grandfather considered beneath his son. My grandfather punished us all by having nothing to do with my father — his own son. He hated me too, I guess because I was my mother’s son.

My father and I were all alone. My mother had died giving birth to me and so I never knew her. Father told me she was a fine woman who looked forward to loving me very much. And it was she who gave me my name. Percival — you know, after the knight who searched for the Holy Grail. Still, everyone always just called me Percy. 

When my grandfather rejected me, the leaders of Brixley didn’t know what to do with me, but they soon decided to send me off to a London orphanage. It’s called Saint Cuthbert’s Asylum for Orphaned and Delinquent Boys, but mainly it’s a prison for boys. I don’t think the Brixley folks knew that because the man who directed Saint Cuthbert’s — the Reverend Mortimer Lovecroft — made such a great show of being saintly and kind to boys.

Police Constable Meeks of Brixley and Mr. Stanton, the President of the Parish Council, forced me into a coach. Meeks tied my hands — because I had already tried to run away — and we were off to London without so much as a goodbye. I think they were ashamed of the way they dealt with me. The journey took all night and so we arrived at the great oaken gates of St. Cuthbert’s just at dawn. A thick fog hung low over the big gray block of the building and made it look even more sinister than it truly is. We waited for the longest time, before the gate opened to admit our coach into the prison’s outer court. I call it a “prison” from habit. That’s what all the boys called it because we did not like to give it the credit of being anything but a place where the London County Council locked up unwanted boys.

As soon as our coach stopped, one of the warders opened the door and helped Meeks drag me out and into the cold, damp air. Mr. Stanton and Meeks followed the warder as he pulled me by my rope, down a narrow passage, and then to a door, which opened to the study of the Reverend Lovecroft — Superintendent of St. Cuthbert’s. 

2

St. Cuthbert’s lies in the environs of London and is a public institution, supported by tax payments from the London County Council. Of course, they accept private charity as well, but mainly the local ratepayers pay it for. I don’t mind telling you that supporting orphans is not a priority with the local politicians, and so mainly the orphanage operated on very little money, public or private. 

All this history is necessary for my story; else I would not trouble you with the sad state of funding for orphans. I’m not looking for any sympathy. It’s just that no money meant no food, or not much anyway. And what food there was, was Gawdawful. But that’s a story for later too.
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As the door opened to Reverend Mortimer Lovecroft’s study, I could see only a dark figure sitting in shadows behind a large desk. When he leaned into the light given by a small lamp on the desk, we saw a man dressed all in black, with a thin face with side-whiskers, a hairless head, a long beaky nose, large ears, and birdlike eyes that seemed to seize me in an icy grip. 

“This lad is Percy St.-John, sir,” said Meeks. “From Brixley, eh?”

“Oh yes. Master St.-John. Oh yes,” said Lovecroft standing slowly. He was even taller than I had at first thought. “We’ve been expecting you. Hold out our hands, if you please, Master St.-John.”

I did so, with my palms down, and suddenly there appeared in Lovecraft’s hand a rod. He brought it down on my hands and I let out a scream like a lost soul. Meeks jumped back, I guess thinking that Lovecroft would come after him next.

I was in too much pain to ask what the rod was all about. But Reverend Lovecroft explained anyway.

“That Master St.-John is just a foretaste of the pain you’ll feel if you step out of line just once while you reside here at St. Cuthbert’s. Just once; do you understand me?” he growled through clenched teeth. “Just once.”

 




Chapter Two
Wherein Evil Makes Its Choice


London
Three Months Earlier

1

The tall shadow moved slowly down the alley, accompanied only by a flurry of old newspapers blown about by the wind. He paused briefly at a door, much like the other doors at the backs of drab buildings, then not bothering to open it, moved swiftly through it as if it were not even there.

Inside, there was neither room nor corridor, as one might have expected, but rather an endless dark fog and a vast realm marked only by the distant screams of the suffering. The shadow paused, as if waiting for instructions before proceeding. Soon a powerful voice spoke through the mist.

“So, you have come, Ozmondura.”

“Yes, my lord? As I was told.”

“He is coming.”

“Oh? Who is that, my lord?”

“Fate will move him into your sphere of action. You must be on your alert, because he is powerful. So powerful and so inspired that he may even be able to defeat you. You must be prepared for him!”

“Do I have the power to destroy him, my lord?”

“No, unfortunately. He is not one of ours. He is one of the others. But you may trick him and divert him and that is what you must do.”

“Divert?”

“His fate is moving him directly in the path of my interests. He is even now proceeding in a direction that will block me. DO YOU HEAR ME! ON HIS PRESENT COURSE HE WILL DISRUPT MY INTERESTS!”
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The shadow cringed and fell back — a painful spasm at the deafening sound of the voice. 

“But, my lord, who is this creature? How will I know him?”

“Never mind that, fool, you will know him when he emerges. He will frighten you with his power. But you must nerve yourself.”

“You say that he opposes our interests?”

“Ha! He does not even know that he does, but he will come to act in such a way as to defeat us. We — YOU — must prevent that. Prevent it at all costs. It will require all of your guile — all of your powers of deception.”

“At all costs? But how may I stop him? We are not permitted to kill him.”

“You must dispirit him. Frighten him into doing as you wish. You must cause him to make the wrong choices for himself and others, eh. By that means, he will divert himself.”

“Yes, my lord. I understand. But, you say our interests. What are those, if I may be permitted to know?”

“So, you wish to know what this... this despicable person will do to thwart us, eh?”

“The better to act, my lord,” said the shadow, cringing.

There was a silence, as the Evil decided precisely what to convey to his servant. In that silence the shadow quavered and shook with fear.
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“Well, I suppose it may assist if you know something of my thoughts.”

“Yes, my lord. I am certain of it.”

“This creature who is coming into your orbit of affairs will launch himself on a path of behavior that will certainly disrupt my allies among the people — the humans. If not deterred, he will be able to assist powerfully those who stand in the way of my allies — in the way of my interests, you see.”

“Yes, my lord. He will thwart our allies — those among the humans who are prepared to do our bidding and as you wish.”

“Exactly. That is why he must be diverted. Do not fail me, Ozmondura, or you will fade into nothingness and I will have my revenge on you.”

The shadow bowed deeply and then backed slowly through the door and into the alley. There he melted into a green mist and disappeared.

 




Chapter Three
Wherein I Meet the Picklock


1

When I emerged from Reverend Lovecroft’s study, my hand still throbbing, I found waiting for me a very fat woman with a large round face that had about three chins. One more than any human is entitled to have, I figured. She told me she was Mrs. Ridley, the matron, all of her chins quivering as she spoke. I learned later that she was also Reverend Lovecroft’s sister and her husband, Mr. Ridley, was the Porter of St. Cuthbert’s. That meant he was the main jailer.

Meeks handed me over and departed without a word. Mrs. Ridley said only, “Follow me,” in a menacing voice, and as she waddled off I followed, down a long passage. Near the end she unlocked the door to a small room — almost a closet — and said, “Wait in here.” I entered and sat in the only chair in the room and there I waited, in the dark, all day. Not just an hour or two, but about eight hours. I figured I had arrived at an inconvenient hour and so they decided to store me away for a while. Happily, when I entered I noticed a large can in the corner of the room, which had the stink of a privy.

After hours of sitting in the room, hearing nothing and wondering when I would be released, Mrs. Ridley returned and led me further down the corridor and then into a large room with long tables, where about forty boys, many younger than me, were already eating. They said nothing as we entered and I noticed that no one even looked up. Mr. Ridley, a short thin man with bushy eyebrows enough for three men and small ears, patrolled the room with a rod very much like the one Reverend Lovecroft had used on my hands. I noticed that Mr. Ridley’s big flat nose leaned to one side and his bushy eyebrow went clear across his brow without interruption. Still, what you noticed first about Mr. Ridley were his eyes —  big, round and sad, like an owl who’d given his last hoot. Soon, he found cause to whack one boy over the back, I guessed because he looked up. I decided not to look up during meals.

“Sit here,” said Mr. Ridley, pointing to a space on the bench at the end of one long table. I did so, and in a few minutes, a young girl brought me a bowl of something and a spoon. The something looked very much like porridge, but I could see it had a bone in it. The first taste was about the second worst thing I had ever put in my mouth, close behind a beetle of some sort I had once mistaken for a nut. My first impulse was to spit it out, but something told me that that would bring down Mr. Ridley’s rod on my shoulder, so I held it a moment, hoping to get used to it, and then swallowed. I waited for my stomach to send it back up with a rejection notice attached, but when it didn’t I suddenly had a great sense of relief. The five spoonfuls of the muck that followed were just as bad, but oddly enough by the end, I was sure I could eat the stuff and keep it down. I was never so proud of my stomach.

All the while we ate I noticed a big grey cat who roamed the dining room relentlessly, apparently hoping to find something to eat. As cats went, this one was an ugly Gawd-help-us — a scruffy, stringy specimen with one gnarly ear and a look in his eyes like he was planning an armed robbery, with violence. If one of the boys happened to drop a morsel on the floor the cat bounded after it and often made quick work before the unlucky boy could retrieve it. I admired his zeal for eating the uneatable. His stomach was stronger than mine. I soon learned that Mr. Ridley did not punish dropping or spitting something on the floor, because the cat cleaned it up quickly and thoroughly.

Finally, Mr. Ridley shouted “All rise!” and everyone stood immediately but remained quiet and motionless, looking down. I dared to make a sidelong glance at the boy next to me — a small skinny lad with curly blond hair and lots of pimples — who I noticed stood with his eyes closed. I decided to do the same. 

We stood for a long while until I heard the door open and close and then Reverend Lovecroft’s angry dark voice began to utter a prayer of thanksgiving “for the good and bountiful food these sinful urchins have received from you my Lord.” I remember thinking that I could not envision my father, who was as saintly as any man I had known, saying such a thing to God.

When the voice finished, the door opened and closed again and Mr. Ridley shouted, “Dismissed to bed!”

With that, all the boys raised their heads and began to file out. I joined the line and followed in silence to a large dormitory, with many cots. Mrs. Ridley, who was somewhere behind us, said “Master St.-John, come this way.” I looked round and saw her pointing toward a cot, which I decided was probably where I was to sleep.

“This is your bed, Master St.-John. You will come to it every evening after dinner. Notice how it’s dressed. You’ll dress it in the same fashion, neatly, every morning when you rise. Do you understand?” she asked in a threatening tone.

“Yes, mum. I do,” said I, my eyes down.

I found on the bed, under my pillow, a nightshirt, and noticed that the boys were all undressing and putting on similar garments. I followed, noticing that my nightshirt was too large, by at least a size. No matter, I thought. It might have been too small by three sizes.

While I dressed for bed I noticed that the cat roamed the dormitory, weaving between cots, and apparently searching for mice or rats. He prowled with relentless purpose and somehow it reassured me that he was at work.

As the plugugly cat approached my cot, however, he stopped and looked up at me, quizzically I thought, his head cocked to one side and his eyes narrowed. Then, a voice suddenly came into my mind, which I knew immediately — and I know this sounds strange — I knew it was the voice of the cat.

“What are you looking at, my lad?” he asked, in the accent of a proper English gentleman. 

I was imagining this, I knew, and figured it was probably the work of what I had eaten. I dismissed all thought of the cat and turned again to my cot.

In the short time it took everyone to undress and dress, Mr. Ridley shouted, “Lights out!” and in a few seconds we had jumped in the cots and all went dark, except for a dim candle at the far end of the room where there was a can. I lay there, my eyes open, thinking about all that had brought me to this miserable place. And I thought about the pain of that birch rod on the hands, which still smarted for some reason.

As I lay there for a half-hour, thinking I should be so tired that I could sleep, my stomach suddenly leaped and then began to churn strangely. The pride I had felt in the little fellow only an hour earlier began to wane, and I knew I was in for something. What? I did not know.

I lay awake for an hour or more, my stomach churning its disapproval of what it had suffered at dinner. All the while I felt that I might well lose what was in there and yet I was so frightened of the rod and the sure beating I would get that I worked to hold it down. That only caused more pain and more growling from my stomach. I was sure that others could hear the sound of my groaning and growling.

After a while, things began to calm down and I started to think that I might even be able to sleep. That’s when I heard a faint noise from the cot across from my own, and casting an eye into the darkness, I thought I saw a movement. I figured at first it must be the cat or possibly someone going to the chamber pot. I looked more intently and heard another noise, now coming from the direction of the door. It was a low clicking sound that I could hear only because I was right next to the door, but I could not see what was making it. 

After about a minute of clicking, I saw the door open a little, admitting a faint light from the passage. A small figure crawled through the door and closed it quickly behind. Then, only silence. I was amazed at whoever opened the door so quickly because I knew Mr. Bailey had locked it when he left.

Instantly, I decided to follow. No concern about the rod or my stomach bothered my brain at all. I was suddenly on the floor crawling to the door, opened it as the figure had done and crawled through, closing it behind me.
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In the passage, I looked both ways and to the right saw something disappear into the far door. I followed, and when I reached the door I paused, thinking I might find a painful surprise on the other side. A knock on the head, maybe, or a rod across the neck, if it proved to be Reverend Lovecroft.

I opened it slowly and as silently as I could, and yet the hinges squeaked. I could only hope that whoever was on the other side had moved on far enough not to hear me.

Beyond the door, I found a storage room, lighted dimly by a gaslight coming from outside, just as the passage was lighted. It seemed that no one was there, so I crawled to the nearest door, which was open and gave access to another short passage. Now, I crawled slowly down that passage to what looked like another dark room with an open door.

At the door I peered in from about three inches above the floor and saw a short figure standing, back to me, about five feet away. He had something in his hands, which I could not quite make out. He seemed shorter than me, so I dared to stand and enter.

Startled, he began to juggle whatever it was in his hands and almost dropped it, but caught it just in time. I only heard him say, “Coo!” in a low voice. When I drew closer I recognized him as the small boy I’d noticed in the dining room, giving me a sidelong glance as I looked at him. Almost at the same time, I became aware of the odor of the room — a pleasant smell, of food.

“Who are you?” I finally said, in a commanding way.

“I’m Arthur,” he replied, looking down at the bowl in his hands.

“What’s that you have there and what’s this place?” I demanded.

He paused. “Pudding I think. Tastes like cherry pudding. This is the larder.”

“Pudding!” I repeated, mouth agape.

He sensed my confusion. “This is where they keep the food for the Muck-mucks. You know, the ones who run the place. Lovecroft and the Baileys and others. They eat a lot better than we do.”

“Sure do,” I agreed, sniffing and looking around. I didn’t wait to take a handful of what was in the bowl and stick it in my mouth. It was delightful. The best pudding I’d ever tasted, I thought.

“I come here often,” said Arthur, a hesitant tone in his voice, as if he didn’t quite want to let me in on his secret. “But don’t eat too much or they’ll know I was here. And only take food from the plates that are leftovers. They don’t notice that as much, I figure.”

“I see,” said I, taking up a plate of scraps from the nearby table. When I put it in my mouth, it tasted of lamb stew — something I’d not had in a long while.

Immediately, my curiosity turned to Arthur’s ability to open the locked door.

“How’d you open that door?” I asked, frowning and licking my hands. Again he hesitated and looked down.

“Picked the lock,” he finally said. “I’m a pick-lock.”

“A what?”

“Yes, and I’m darn good at it too,” he insisted, more bravely and as if I had doubted him unjustly.

“I could see that,” I assured him. “You made quick work of it and I was surprised. Thought you must have a key.”

“A key? Right,” he scoffed. “Bailey never leaves a key anywhere. He has his keys chained to his trousers. He would leave his trousers behind if he left a key,” he gave a faint laugh. “I don’t need a key. There’s not a lock I can’t pick. Hasn’t been made.”

I smiled to think of it. “I see what you mean.”

“I’m a darn good pickpocket too, but not as good as my lock work. That’s my trade,” he said, giving his chin a proud lift.

“Whose pocket have you picked?”

“I pick Mr. Bailey’s all the time. He sometimes has snuff. He’s a dipper, you know.”

“No, I didn’t know that. Just arrived myself, as you’ve seen, but interesting to know about Bailey.”

He looked at me as if to ask a question, but then said nothing.

Not wanting to waste time talking, I turned to the food and began to help myself to more from the plates of unfinished meals. There was plenty wasted and it was as good as any meal I’d ever had. Just as I’d had enough, Arthur warned, “No time to eat more. We must be back. Lingering in here will only get us caught. Mr. Bailey sometimes roams about at night. He’s unpredictable. Almost caught me in here once or twice.”

No sooner had he spoken than we heard the sound of a distant door and then footsteps in the passage. “This way,” Arthur whispered, taking my arm, diving into the recess under a nearby counter, covered by a curtain. I suddenly found myself on top of him, and hardly able to squeeze into the hole, but we both stopped breathing and made no sound at all.
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Then a lantern’s light flashed in the larder. My heart jumped into my throat and stayed there until the light moved on. When I heard Arthur breathe I did the same. We both lay motionless for some time, not wanting to hear the sound of feet shuffling in our direction. Instead, we heard a distant door open and close.

“Gone,” said Arthur. “Now you can roll off me and I’ll be able to breathe again.”

Just outside the larder we found no sign of Mr. Bailey, but I jolted and rocked back to see the cat, looking quizzically at us, as if to ask, “What are you two doing here?”

We stopped momentarily. “What’s the cat’s name?” I whispered.

“No name. Just The Cat,” said Arthur. “Showed-up about a week ago and quickly got the run of the place. Seems to look at everyone with superior disdain, but he does a good job keeping down the mouse population.”

“He was in the dormitory before I followed you, so he must have come out with me and trailed me.”

“No use for cats, myself. Nasty creatures. Always eating disgusting things. Cause disease too, I’ve heard, and of course they’ll scratch you. So, look out for him.”

I didn’t agree with Arthur’s attitude about cats. I had always liked them. But something about the way this cat looked at Arthur told me the feelings were mutual.

We scurried down to the dormitory door, which was unlocked. Arthur used his skills to relock it and then moved quietly to his cot. I found mine first and fell into a sound sleep, my stomach celebrating my good fortune.

 




Chapter Four
Wherein Cosmo Warns, “There Be Demons”


1

The Baileys stormed into the dormitory the next morning at 5 o’clock, screaming that we “urchins” must wake up. When we’d scrambled out of our cots, dressed them, and then ourselves, the Baileys marched us to the dining room where we ate whatever was left over from last evening. The same gruel it seemed, only cold and again; with something in it that had legs. When we stood after breakfast and Reverend Lovecroft came to offer his usual prayer, the Baileys assigned the boys their chores for the day. Two-by-two they ordered us to work, mostly washing something. Because I sat at the end of the table next to Arthur, we were always given our chores together. We became an accidental team. That day — my first day of labor in St. Cuthbert’s — the Baileys put us to washing walls in the dining room itself. With scrub brushes, soapy water, and a short ladder, we began our work, and after the scullery girls had cleared the dishes, we found ourselves alone in the giant room.

That’s when Arthur started explaining to me about how he picked locks. He had brought his little tools, so he was able to show me the tool he was speaking about at any time. At first, his explanations seemed complicated because I had trouble visualizing the parts of the inner lock he was talking about, but soon, when I had had a chance to look into a lock or two myself, I caught on. Arthur said I was a quick study. “Even quicker than me,” he said, a little surprised.

After a week of daily tutoring, during which we washed floors, walls, walkways, furniture, and even cleaned in the Baileys’ rooms, Arthur said I had learned all there was to know, “without actually working on locks. You’re ready to work on a lock,” he smiled. I looked forward to that challenge.

Just then we heard a curious noise and turned to see that it was The Cat, who somehow had found his way into the room or had been there all along. I had noticed him almost every day and I’d begun to sense he was following me for some reason. What unnerved me a little, he just sat there, staring at us in his hard-bitten way, as if listening to everything said between us. For some reason I sensed also that Arthur’s dislike for The Cat was personal, somehow, not just a matter of not liking cats. He never explained why, and I finally figured it was probably The Cat’s appearance, which was enough to frighten the most hardened criminal. It was mainly the left ear that had somehow been reduced to a mere stub. Still, as we continued our work and he continued to observe, I had no repetition of my hallucination that he could talk to me.

It wasn’t easy to find a locked lock that we could work on without being noticed. However, a nice opportunity came when we found ourselves alone, washing walls in a small room where there was a locked closet. From that room, we could easily hear anyone approaching in the outside passage and so we were safe to do some practical study. Looking at the lock, Arthur explained what it was like inside and how he would use the tools. As he used the little tools I observed. Suddenly, all his instruction made perfect sense to me and as he worked, I participated in each move to open the lock. Arthur soon opened it and it amazed me to think that I knew exactly how he’d done it.

Of course, I was eager to try it myself, so Arthur used his tools to re-lock the door and I went to work. Arthur watched and advised as I used the tools. “You are doing very well,” he encouraged. “Like you were born to it.”

It took me longer than Arthur to do every part of the opening operation, but I persisted, even when I had made a wrong move. Eventually, in about twice the time it had taken Arthur, I opened the door. He smiled. I smiled. But more importantly, I had a great feeling of triumph. I had picked my first lock.
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